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ABSTRACT
This project studies at the intersection of gender, rhetoric, and running,
examining, in particular, the way rhetorics are gendered in institutional and vernacular
spaces surrounding coed and women’s running events. It asks: In what ways are rhetorics
of coed and women’s running events gendered? What are the similarities and differences
between institutional and vernacular rhetorics in these events? How are rhetorics in
virtual events gendered digitally? Conducting a rhetorical analysis of institutional and
vernacular rhetorics offers new perspectives on women’s lived experiences and provides
a deeper understanding of gendered rhetorics in women’s running events. Princesses,
Divas, and Mother Runners: Gendered Institutional and Vernacular Rhetorics in
Running Events addresses these questions by examining women’s relationships with
running throughout history and considering how contemporary running rhetorics affect
women’s embodiment, emotions, and participation in the sport.
The introduction, On Women, Rhetoric, and Running, provides an overview of
the three broad conversations that this project contributes to: feminist rhetorical studies,
feminist material rhetorics, and gender in sports and leisure. In addition, it outlines the
three theoretical frameworks leveraged in this work, including embodied vernacularity,
“everyday” material feminist, and intersectionality. Using a bricolage approach with
these theoretical frameworks allows the artifacts to be viewed through a gendered,
intersectional, rhetorical lens. The second chapter, Protection and Altruism: A
Rhetorical History of Women's Running describes the context in which women’s
running emerged, specifically exploring rhetorical themes that influenced women’s
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participation. The third and fourth chapters—titled, respectively, Space and Emotion: A
Feminist Rhetorical Analysis of Coed Running Events and Princesses and Divas: A
Feminist Rhetorical Analysis of Women’s Running Events examines discourses
shaping women’s experiences in the world of running, both rhetorically and materially.
Specifically, these chapters explore coed and women’s running events, respectively,
analyzing rhetorical themes unique to these categories of events. Finally, the fifth
chapter, Running as a Networked Activity: A Feminist Rhetorical Analysis of
Women’s Running Events, probes the relationship between virtual running events and
digital technologies. To conclude, the Afterword: The Last Mile pulls the thread
through all the race modalities to provide a glimpse into the future of women’s running.
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CHAPTER ONE
ON WOMEN, RHETORIC, AND RUNNING
On a blistering cold day in February 2020, oblivious to the shifting of the world
that would envelop us in a few short weeks due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I line up
with thousands of other runners to begin our 13.1-mile journey through the streets of
Charlotte, North Carolina. The wind whips through the air as we stand, chilled, prior to
taking off. There are camps of runners, not dissimilar to the cliques we encountered in
school. The gung-ho super competitors typically run a few miles before the race even
begins to “warm-up.” After getting in their pre-race miles, they push their way up to the
front of the corral to secure a spot at the starting line. Others—those who worry about
being too slow, taking up too much space, or getting in someone’s way—linger on the
outskirts. They are usually the first to arrive and last to start—not due to a dictated start
time, but because they allow all the other runners to start ahead of them for fear of getting
in their way.
The middle-of-the-packers are the most diverse—some arrive in large packs with
organized running groups. FrontRunners, Black Girls Run, and Muslimahs On the Run
are just a few groups that embody activism in the race by proudly wearing shirts
emblazoned with their respective logos. Some runners arrive alone and quietly put in
their headphones, complete a few stretches, and mentally prepare for the distance ahead.
The countdown begins, and many of us feel that nervous twinge in our stomachs
accompanying each race. I glance around and notice the numerous women in this
competition of all ages, sizes, and races. At this moment, we have more in common than
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not—we all decided to put aside our other roles and responsibilities for approximately
three hours on this early Saturday morning to run. As we cross the threshold of the start
line, a cacophony of beeps punctuates the air as we hit “start” on our Garmins and
smartwatches. We are off!
There is nothing extraordinary about this particular run—no groundbreaking acts
nor records set. The event is small in scale, locally managed, and relatively unknown.
However, the mundane nature of this event is why I highlight this story at the forefront of
my dissertation. I bring a passion and deep emotional connection to my work on
women’s running. The fact that I stood at the starting line of that half-marathon
represents a lifetime of overcoming barriers to a sport I could grow to love and would
ultimately provide me with purpose and motivation on and off the road.
I started running in 2010 and entered the sport with a firm belief that I would not
be successful. Throughout my life, I was picked last in team sports. Kids shouted “boom,
bada, boom” when I ran, and I was always known as being slow, fat, and unathletic. The
resounding message I received about myself and my body was that I was not a runner.
So, imagine my surprise when my daily walk migrated into a slow jog, then a run/walk,
then a run—for one, three, thirteen, then twenty-six miles. I was running. But I did not
“look” or “act” like a runner, at least not the “runner” that the media portrayed. I was not
athletic. I did not “love” to run. I was fat. I ran, but I did not feel like a runner. But then
extraordinary something happened—I stopped caring what other people thought. It did
not matter how others evaluated my running. I ran, so I was a runner.
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Unfortunately, my mother never got that chance to experience the liberation
throwing off the judgment of others and beauty and challenge of running. Growing up as
an obese little girl, teen, then woman, she was always told she could not and should not
run, so she denied herself its benefits. She died young, possibly from a disease that could
have been prevented if she was active (Notice, I do not say if she was “thin” or lost
weight—I purposefully focus on activity, not weight). The overwhelmingly persuasive
rhetorics warning my mom and others that they could not run if they were fat sparked my
interest in this topic. As I pursued this work, I originally thought that I would focus solely
on women’s bodies—at the intersection of fat studies, gender, rhetorics, and sports.
However, as I began to dig into the artifacts, I discovered many more areas of oppression
related to gender and running placing many women on the sidelines. Gradually, this
became much more than the relationship between gender, body size, and running; the
gendered rhetorics of running has implications that extend beyond that scope. I
discovered themes related to hegemonic femininity, sexuality, morality, and motherhood.
At that moment, it hit me—the rhetorics of running are gendered and create dynamics of
power over a variety of women. Whether women are being pushed to the margins
because of their gender, sexuality, reproductive capability, or body size—the effect is the
same—running rhetorics reinforce dominant power structures that privilege the
masculine experience.
My focus throughout this project is on the rhetorical themes in women’s running
through the exploration of running events. A central concern of my dissertation involves
demonstrating how both coed and women’s running events are gendered—through both
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institutional and vernacular rhetorics. I seek to answer three primary questions: 1) In what
ways are rhetorics of coed and women’s running events gendered? 2) What are the
similarities and differences between institutional and vernacular rhetorics in these events?
3) How are rhetorics in virtual events gendered digitally? Conducting a rhetorical
analysis of institutional and vernacular rhetorics offers new perspectives on women’s
lived experiences and provides a deeper understanding of gendered rhetorics in women’s
running.
To answer the research questions specified above, I conducted a rhetorical
analysis of ten select in-person and virtual running events occurring between 2019 and
2020. I explored the institutional and vernacular rhetorics in four coed running events:
The Chicago Marathon (October 2019), Boston Marathon (April 2019), New York
Marathon (October 2019), and London Marathon (2019).1 I chose these events due to
their popularity, size, significance, and ratio of male-to-female runners. To compare and
contrast coed with women’s running events, I researched three women-focused in-person
running events: Disney’s Princess Half Marathon (February 2000), Divas Half Marathon
(May 2019), and The USA Women’s Half Marathon (November 2019).2 In Chapter 5, I
examined three virtual running events that occurred post-COVID-19, including The
Virtual Chicago Marathon (October 2020), The Virtual New York Marathon (November
2020), and The Virtual Boston Marathon (April 2020).3 These virtual events are
particularly relevant to this study since I include their in-person counterparts in the coed
running chapter. Of these events, I participated in seven of them (The Chicago Marathon,
Disney’s Princess Half Marathon, Divas Half Marathon, The USA Women’s Half
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Marathon, The Virtual Chicago Marathon, The Virtual New York Marathon, and The
Virtual Boston Marathon). By exploring both the in-person and virtual versions of these
events, I can effectively understand material differences and similarities that occur due to
the modality.
Contributions and Significance
Most broadly, gendered institutional and vernacular rhetorics in coed, women’s,
and virtual running events is an important area for scholarship because sports do not exist
in a silo, immune to and apart from the surrounding culture. The same gender, size, race,
and class issues prevailing in our society permeate the world of sports. Given that sports
represent a $70+ billion industry in the United States alone, its implications have
historical, economic, political, sociological, ideological, and psychological consequences
worldwide.4 This topic is also particularly timely, as, in 2018, more women (50.25
percent) than men competed in running events (“2018 National Runner Survey”).5 This
percentage is quite surprising considering that before 1972, women were not even
allowed to compete in distance running events in the United States. Yet, increased
participation does not translate to equality. Breaking through the patriarchal barrier of the
masculine world of sports demands more than showing up; it requires addressing the
sexist, violent, and discriminatory rhetorics that assault the everyday woman runner. As
such, my dissertation explores the gendered rhetorical themes in coed, women’s, and
virtual running events to articulate how women still face hurdles in running.
My work is uniquely positioned to provide distinctive contributions to the field
given the convergence of feminist rhetorics, material feminisms, and sport, gender, and
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leisure studies. By applying insights from key scholars in those fields, I can bring forward
notable observations. As seen in this dissertation, running rhetorics are gendered and
have been gendered throughout history: These gendered sexist and violent rhetorics
manifest in both institutional and vernacular spaces through linguistics, materials, and
embodied practices associated with women’s running. That is, these gendered rhetorics,
laced with sexist, violent, and heteronormative themes, extend beyond the language of
sports; in fact, institutional and vernacular gendered rhetorics are embedded in the
material and everyday practices of running. Furthermore, they extend beyond the
language of running. In what follows, I highlight three of the outstanding contributions
sport and gender scholars have made to the field that I subsequently build upon, including
experiences of female professional athletes, attention to linguistic sexism in sports, and
the role of mobile and locative media.
At times, sport and gender scholarship has privileged the professional athlete’s
experience over the everyday runner, thereby missing an opportunity to better understand
the everyday female runner’s voice. To address this gap, I bring leisure studies into the
conversation, given that this area of scholarship explores activities that are enjoyed in
one’s free time. Shaun Best defines leisure as “residual time from work and other
obligations characterized by a feeling of freedom” (146). The characteristics of an
optimal leisure experience include effortless involvement, loss of track of time, and clear
objectives for completion. Leisure studies scholar, Diana Parry, states that there are links
between fourth-wave feminism and leisure practices. She argues that the primary way
that leisure studies are entangled with feminist work is through “key shifts that [have]
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significantly reshaped the field – such as the move away from defining leisure in terms of
elements (space, time, activity, and experience) and towards more relational, embodied
and discursive accounts of leisure as a gendered practice” (36). Simone Fullagar, Adele
Pavlidis, and Jessica Francome-Webb examine a new materialist turn towards “more
relational embodied and discursive accounts of leisure as a gendered practice” (40). This
theoretical shift requires us to move from categorizing meaning to understanding “how
gendered power relations materialize through bodies, patriarchal institutions, objects, and
non-human nature” (42). As I discuss in Chapter 4, women’s running events are primarily
leisure activities requiring both time and money. Participating in these events is a
privileged act that holds connotations of wealth. As a result, it is important to understand
the relationship between gender, leisure, and running.
Secondly, in my work, I call attention to sexist linguistic rhetorics in sports and
gendered material rhetorics. To do this, I point to sport and gender scholarship on
linguistic sexism in sports. Marie Hardin and Julie Dodd argue that “linguistic sexism,”
sexist and gender-biased language, can show up in athletic events when they are
demarcated with “girls,” “ettes,” and “divas” (110). In Chapter 4, I discuss linguistic
sexism in the events in this study, including the usage of “princess” and “divas” in the
names of women-focused running events. Linda Fuller provides examples of linguistic
sexism and the “militaristic, sexual and even violent” language in the institutional
rhetorics of sports, through the examples of language: “training camps,” “sudden death,”
“going all the way,” “getting sacked,” and “penetrations” (7). These gendered rhetorics
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have effects that extend beyond words, and they manifest themselves in violent acts
towards female athletes.
One way in which gendered rhetorics show up in women’s running is through the
materials, such as race medals and dress. To explore this further, I examine materiality’s
rhetoric, which Scot Barnett defines as “the persuasive work performed by physical
objects” (126). Notably, the materials in this study act rhetorically and reinforce
heteronormativity. According to material feminists Diana Coole and Samantha Frost,
“We live our everyday lives surrounded by, immersed in, matter” (1). In other words,
matter matters. And this matter reinforces heteronormativity across coed and women’s
events in institutional and vernacular spaces. For example, in Chapter 4, I call attention to
three women’s running events: The Disney Princess Half Marathon, Divas Half
Marathon, and USA Women’s Half Marathon. All three running events heavily focus on
heterosexual experiences through material representation. Disney Princess races feature
constant reminders of heterosexuality—from the name of the event to the billboards at
every mile marker with a different heterosexual couple to the act of taking photos with a
prince holding a glass slipper. The Divas Half Marathon has shirtless firemen at the finish
line to greet each finisher, and the USA Women’s Half Marathon has men in tuxedos
waiting to crown each finisher with a Tiffany necklace. The consequences of such
marginalize the LGBTQ+ community. These materials speak to women in these events
and tell them that being heterosexual is the “norm,” and any other sexuality is “othered.”
As such, I argue that we cannot ignore the significance of materials in the world of
running.

8

I shift now to discuss the role of mobile and locative media in women’s running.
Studies that bridge mobile and locative media with sport often focus on how self-tracking
technologies contribute to a runner’s embodied experiences. For instance, Simon Cook et
al. conducted a study on self-tracking technology in recreational running to:
Start developing a better understanding of jogging by considering the
ways in which the “brute fact of movement” is pervaded by a range of
embodied experiences, social interactions, and co-constituted meanings
that come together to produce running as a mobile practice. (744)
In other words, the authors seek to understand how mobile and locative media can
contribute to a runner’s understanding of space, social interactions, and bodily
experience. However, these scholars do not explore gendered meanings and experiences.
Separately, mobile and locative media scholars, such as Sarah Pink and Vaike
Fors, have studied at the intersection of mobility, gender, and sport. In the scholarship on
self-tracking devices, Pink and Fors discovered that the women runners in their study
used self-tracking technology to view visualizations in relation to people and events
rather than performance data. They provide the example of Josefine, a woman runner
who
[s]aved running data when browsing through her different self-tracking
apps [and she] did not explicitly involve viewing the visualisations as
body measurement data. Rather, when she read the data, she did so
according to place and person names she had given to the specific running
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activities so that she could remember what the data had meant to her when
it was produced. (227)
In this manner, we can see that using self-tracking mobile applications is a gendered
practice.
In Chapter 5, I bridge these areas of scholarship to specifically understand
gendered rhetorics in virtual running events through the use of mobile and locative
media. Virtual running events are not new, but much more pervasive now in a postCOVID era. Many of the virtual running events now require mobile and locative media
running applications, such as Strava, which has gendered implications relating to
violence and harassment. Given my area of focus, I make connections between major
marathons going virtual, digital rhetorics, and gendered implications of mobile and
locative media running applications.
In addition to building on prior findings in scholarship on gender in sports, this
project also challenged my understanding of the gendered nature of a sport close to my
own heart. As a women runner myself, I entered this area of research with a few
preconceived notions, assumptions that turned out to be false. The most important lesson
I learned in this research was to keep an open mind with discoveries and let the materials
speak to me rather than forcing my expectations into the framework of my sources. As I
noted common themes, I mapped constellations across the topics. If I had entered this
study looking for specific rhetorical themes or outcomes, I may have missed gendered
rhetorical themes influential to the sport of women’s running.
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Largely, I discovered that institutional rhetorics promote inclusivity. I do not posit
that they do this altruistically. Rather most of these races are sponsored by Fortune 500
companies (Bank of America, Disney, Tata Consultancy Services, John Hancock, Virgin)
and must answer to their shareholders who demand inclusivity (Bank of America Chicago
Marathon; “TCS New York Marathon”; “Virgin Money London Marathon”; “Boston
Marathon”). These companies have a reputation to uphold. Therefore, they have adjusted
their practices over the years to appease their shareholders. What we saw from these
institutional rhetorics was a focus on saying and doing the right things. For example, the
Boston and Chicago Marathons now “allow” transgender women athletes to participate as
their identified gender. However, I delve into this deeper in Chapter 3 and bring
transgender women’s voices to the table, such as Amelia Gapin. She points out that this
rule is not exactly groundbreaking, as transgender women have been participating in
these events quietly for years (“Pre-Boston”). There are also material acts that promote
inclusivity, such as providing gender-neutral restrooms. However, all porta-potties are
gender neutral, and this decision was made for simplicity and cost savings rather than for
inclusivity.
Another example of a phenomenon that I expected to find, but I did not place
tremendous emphasis on, is rhetorical themes related to women’s bodies. When I initially
started this study, I expected to place a significant emphasis on the oppression of
women’s bodies and fat-shaming in the sport of running. And certainly, we saw fatshaming, especially in vernacular spaces of women’s running events. However, the
primary rhetorical message on women’s bodies was not primarily driven by attaining an
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ideal body under the male gaze. Pamela Creedon asserts “[t]he relationship between the
woman athlete and promotion is a struggle between empowerment and pander. Although
media images of women athletes can provide empowering role models, athletes must find
ways of satisfying the media’s obsession with sex, winners, conflict, and controversy”
(182). While I agree with Creedon that women athletes struggle with satisfying societal
expectations for their body, I argue that the focus on women’s weight has more to do
with power, control, and morality than conflict and controversy. Running events tend to
punish women who are fat. This punishment comes through ostracization, materials not
made for larger bodies, and harassment. Susan Bordo observes, “fat had become
indicative of laziness, lack of discipline, unwillingness to conform” (68). Sandra Bartky’s
argument marches along the same lines, writing that the focus on women’s bodies turns
“women into the docile and compliant companions of men just as surely as the army aims
to turn its raw recruits into soldiers” (Femininity 75). In other words, both Bordo and
Bartky argue that it is the issue of power through conformity that shapes rhetoric on
women’s bodies.
Similarly, I argue that the rhetoric surrounding weight, gender, and running is
centered on power through conformity to morality expectations. Beyond these theoretical
conversations, this dissertation also draws on and speaks to the interdisciplinary field of
fat studies, which interrogates the negative assumptions, stereotypes, and stigmas placed
on the fat body. Women often juggle two contrary positions: the desire to conform to
societal expectations and the aspiration to take back control and definition of their bodies.
Joining philosophers Bartky and Bordo, fat studies scholar Amy Erdman Farrell provides
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an explanation of the relationship between body size and health: “Connotations of fatness
and of the fat person—lazy, gluttonous, greedy, immoral, uncontrolled, stupid, ugly, and
lacking in will power—preceded and then were intertwined with explicit concern about
health issues” (4). These cultural and societal expectations are not about health but rather
the female body as a site of control. As J. Eric Oliver explains: “It is common for white,
middle-class Americans, in particular, to think of weight as a barometer of a person’s
character—if people are fat, it is because they are too lazy or irresponsible to ‘take care’
of themselves” (6). Both Farrell and Oliver argue that the “obesity epidemic” is not truly
about health or driven by altruistic concerns; instead, it reflects a cultural bias against
body fat and fat people.
In Chapters 2 and 4, I explore themes related to body size and gendered rhetorics
of running. In the history of running, women were portrayed as morally wrong if they had
a larger body. Over the years, Runner's World has been a frequent offender in
promoting weight loss through morality to women runners. Specifically, they
emphasize “good” eating habits to lose weight and admonish readers that “bad”
behavior equates to skipping a workout. The same theme carries over in women’s
running events. For instance, the official race materials in the Disney Princess Half
Marathon juxtaposes morality, weight, and race through character portrayals. I observed
that Disney uses thin princesses as the heroines featured on their race medals, shirts, and
brochures. When these princesses are featured, their entire bodies were in view,
emphasizing their tiny waists and delicate features. Bartky explains that the body of the
ideal female is “taut, small-breasted, narrow-hipped, and of a slimness bordering on
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emaciation” (Femininity 66). This is the body type that Disney uses to articulate the
“good” heroine in their race materials. Conversely, when fat characters are portrayed,
such as Ursula from The Little Mermaid, they are conveyed as evil, and the imagery
focuses on their face rather than their bodies. When their bodies are featured, they are
articulated as grotesque and morally wrong. The juxtaposition between good and evil is
communicated through bodies and weight.
Extending the conversation on the body and morality, there is enmeshment of
corporeality, gender, and race, resulting in differing rhetorics on the female body for
women of color. Sabrina Strings, the author of Fearing the Black Body, studies the
historical narrative surrounding fat phobia and black women and posits that the
contemporary ideal of slenderness is racialized and racist: “the phobia about fatness and
the preference for thinness, have not, principally or historically, been about health.
Instead, they have been one way the body has been used to craft and legitimate race, sex,
and class hierarchies” (6). I discuss the relationship between race, the body, and running
in Chapter 4 and discover that the Black body is often subject to criticism and
expectations of morality and thinness under the white gaze in the sport of running.
Feminist Rhetorics
In what follows, I outline the scholarly conversation in feminist rhetorics.
Specifically, I provide an overview of feminist rhetoricians' applicable arguments,
including the “feminine style” that women embrace in public domains, the double bind,
and rhetorics of motherhood. Through the exploration of this scholarship, I examine the
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scholarly conversations of feminist rhetoricians, such as Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, Lindal
Buchannan, and Carol Mattingly.
In this dissertation, I build upon the scholarship outlining the “feminine style” that
women often assume to be accepted into historically male-dominated spaces. Campbell
first identified the “feminine style” rhetorical strategy as a strategy for empowerment.
Campbell writes that the “feminine style...had little to do with biology” (289). Instead,
she argues that this style was “feminine” because it was uniquely assumed by women to
gain access to previously denied spaces. Drawing correlations between power, patriarchy,
and dress, Mattingly outlines how “feminine style” was leveraged in women rhetors’
dress to achieve rhetorical effectiveness and appeal to their audiences in masculine public
spaces. Mattingly argues, “If dress became a means of control, a way of disciplining
women, it also provided an effective means of resistance as many women used clothing
and ‘feminine’ style to escape the silence to which they had been relegated” (7). I call
attention to the tension between control and empowerment, with dress acting as a
rhetorical agent.
In Chapter 2, I discuss how the theme of motherhood began to emerge through the
rhetorics of altruism. Specifically, the gendered rhetoric of running touts that women
can run as long as it does not impede their motherly duties. Furthermore, if a mother
does run, she should do so for her children, bringing them along on her run or
teaching her child about the value of fitness. The role of mothers in the nineteenth
century centered on her role as the nexus for her children and husband, at the expense of
any other identity she may have. Jessica Enoch reiterates this expectation of mothers in
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the nineteenth century, describing how, “the woman took on the role of the loving mother
who leveraged her peaceful demeanor to create a space of care and comfort for her
family” (Domestic 77). While I was hopeful to see changes in the rhetorics of
motherhood over time, this was not proven to be the case. Chapter 3 explores how
rhetorical tropes of motherhood, including the “mother runner,” continue to persist.
Similar to what we saw in the nineteenth century, the connotations of motherhood
reinforced that a woman’s primary role is caretaker and anything else she does is
secondary. Buchanan reinforces this notion, stating that motherhood “generally evokes
positive connotations, including children, home, love, empathy, protection, nourishment,
altruism, morality, religion, self-sacrifice, strength, reproduction, and the nation”
(Rhetorics 121). When a mother develops interests outside serving her husband and
children, it threatens the patriarchal structure that keeps men in power. The expectation
that a mother’s overarching sense of purpose centers around her children shapes the
narrative on women runners. I posit that the fear of women developing interests, hobbies,
and fulfillment outside of men and their children drives the gendered rhetorics on
running.
Feminist rhetorical scholarship has also found that women have historically used
maternal ethos to appeal to the public. Buchanan writes: “women can use this audienceassuring "maternal ethos" to great advantage as they work to pivot social practices”
(Rhetorics xv). Similarly, Nan Johnson explores how women gained access to previously
denied rhetorical spaces when they capitalized on rhetorical tropes of “noble maid and
eloquent mother” rather than resisted them (144). Whereas gender and sport scholars tend
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to blame women for taking on the mother athlete image, I argue that the mother runners
use this nomenclature because they work within the confines of societal expectations. As
a case in point, Creedon writes, “Women athletes were part of the problem; Olympic
shot-putter Olga Connolly insisted on being called a ‘mother of four’” (121). However,
this is where bringing feminist rhetoricians' voices into the conversation is critical. From
a rhetorical perspective, we can understand that women runners leverage the linguistic
expression of motherhood to enhance their ethos because of societal expectations, not
because they “insist” that women are reduced to their reproductive role.
As I bridge this feminist rhetorical scholarship on motherhood with running, I
argue that women runners have often appropriated motherhood and used it as both a
motivation and a means for justifying their efforts in "masculine" public spaces, such as
running. Furthermore, I posit that the rhetorical trope of motherhood places women
runners in a double bind. Buchanan writes that the rhetorics of motherhood “not only
benefit women, giving them authority and credibility but also impede them,
always/already positioning them disadvantageously within the gendered status quo”
(Rhetorics 5). While maternal ethos can help women runners gain entry to the masculine
world of sports previously denied to them, the act of embracing motherhood rhetorical
tropes does not come without a price. At times, the use of “motherhood” results in
women being ostracized, not being taken seriously, and ridiculed with name-calling
associated with rhetorical tropes: “wine mom,” “lululemon mom,” and “stroller mom.”
While these names may seem harmless, I argue that these expressions “other” women and
reduce them to their reproductive capabilities. Consider that when men participate in
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running, their role as a father is rarely referenced, but for moms, it becomes the central
theme.
Materialist Feminisms and Rhetorics
Significantly, my dissertation joins the conversation of materialist scholars who
have demonstrated that rhetoric plays an important role in understanding how gender is
articulated and understood. To that end, I bridge material approaches to rhetoric as a
whole, not limited to feminist rhetorics, including scholars such as Thomas Rickert, with
material feminist scholarship beyond rhetorics. To do this, I examine both materials and
linguistics in coed and women’s running events. For instance, I examine the medals,
clothing, and giveaways in these events to understand how the materials speak. I employ
a similar approach as Jordynn Jack, who drew upon Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of “acts of
institution” to understand “gendered rhetorics of bodies, clothing, space, and time” (288).
This exploration of language and materiality helps feminist rhetoricians understand the
significance of gendered rhetorical practices. Specifically, in my work, I use this lens to
evaluate the materials in running events, such as medals, dress and running clothing.
Feminist rhetoricians embracing the material turn can benefit from material
feminist theory outside of rhetoric. The “stuff of bodies and natures” is what theorists
Stacy Alaimo and Susan Hekman call “material feminism.” They write, “Material
feminists explore the interaction of culture, history, discourse, technology, biology, and
the “environment,” without privileging any one of these elements” (7). Heckman argues
“[t]he linguistic turn has been immensely fruitful for feminism. We have learned much
about the social construction of ‘woman’ and ‘reality.’ But the loss of that material is too
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high a price to pay for that gain” (88). Material feminists Donna Haraway and Karen
Barad have argued for a move from language to the material. Haraway argues for a
material approach, writing “we cannot go back ideologically or materially” (12).
Similarly, Barad observes that “language has been granted too much power” (801). Barad
and others fear that the linguistic turn has gone too far, transforming every “thing” into a
matter of language. While the power of language is substantial, a materialist,
performative understanding of discursive practices as intertwined with material bodies,
methods, objects, and spaces is crucial to understand the relationship between gendered
rhetorics and bodies.
As part of my feminist rhetorical analysis, I analyze the lived experience of the
everyday women runner. Important to note is the research of feminist theorist Iris Marion
Young, who analyzed the integrated phenomenology, gender, body, and sport in On
Female Body Experience. Young writes, “Oddly, feminist scholars have thought
systematically very little about these ordinary body experiences with which most women
identify specifically as women, even though the concrete quality of these experiences
varies greatly” (6). Young argues that because a woman’s body is objectified, she “lives
out our existence in accordance with the definition that patriarchal culture assigns” (152).
This woman is not in congruence with herself, but instead is distant, gazing upon her
body as an object, not within itself. Young explains that this is because a “woman’s
social existence [is] the object of the gaze of another, which is a major source of her
bodily self-reference” (148). The female body’s self-consciousness and distance result in
a woman not feeling free in her body or surrounding space. As a result, she tends not to
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move openly and keeps her limbs closed around herself. One can see how this manifests
when comparing men’s and women’s physicality in sports as women “often approach a
physical engagement with things with timidity, uncertainty, and hesitancy” (143).
Women also tend to have restricted movement and tend not to stretch, bend, lean, or
stride to the full limits of their bodily capabilities. Of course, this affects how women
engage in running.
Feminist theorists have worked to reclaim performativity as a theoretical stance
broad enough to include the material. Barad posits that “performativity is a contestation
of the unexamined habits of mind that grant language and other forms of representation
more power in determining our ontologies than they deserve” (802). Barad suggests that
material itself can “speak” in the absence of a human agent. Like other material feminists,
Barad proposes that scholars acknowledge matter, specifically the body, as an active
agent rather than a passive byproduct of culture or language. Material feminist
scholarship strives to avoid prioritizing or privileging the discursive over the material.
Material feminism, such as Barad’s “agential realism,” levels the playing field for agency
by de-centering human agency and exploring the assembly of animate and inanimate
objects together without privileging either one (811). In my analysis, I am careful not to
privilege the discursive over the material and read the body as meaningful in itself, not
only through text.
For my study, it is essential to understand “how matter matters” in the everyday
practice of women’s running. Chapter 3 builds onto the conversation on the material by
evaluating the materials in coed running events—restrooms, race signs, aid stations—just
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a few examples of the “matter” that matters in running events. I discovered that, at times,
what is missing speaks louder than what is included. For instance, there was a lack of
communication about the availability of menstrual products as these events. The aid
stations are filled with seemingly every product a runner would need: ibuprofen,
petroleum jelly, and camphor. Throughout all of the races I have run over the years, I
have never seen a menstrual product available. Through conducting research for this
dissertation, I found that the majority of races do provide them at the medical tents, but
they must ask for them and they are not readily available. The lack of communication on
the availability of the products is also a concern, as many runners are not aware that they
are provided. Roxanne Mountford suggests that all spaces have “material dimensions that
affect what we do there” (17). In the running events in this study, the material dimensions
affect gendered participation.
Building on the concept of “how matter matters,” a key rhetorical theme I
discovered across both institutional and vernacular rhetorics was the melding of physical
place with the materiality of the living, meaning, and matter. Rickert describes the
coalescing of materiality with the environment as ambient rhetorics. This ambiance
“become[a] integral to the achievement of the whole, from the base material structure to
the achievement of the design to the feelings and thoughts that are evoked” (6). The
event's location, particularly in coed running events, becomes the hub of all rhetorics,
thereby enhancing the significance of ambient rhetorics in these events. By placing such a
tremendous emphasis on location, the rhetorics of the city’s gendered urban design,
history, and ambiance comingle and blend into the race itself. What is even more
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fascinating is that the nature of the coed running event, melded with the design of the
city, actually makes the city safer and more inclusive. I bring Paul Ricoeur’s theory of
emplotment into the conversation, of which he says, “This plait, this plot does not only
allow us to bring together events, but also aspects of the action, and, in particular, ways
of producing it, with causes, reasons to act, and also chance occurrence” (35). This
emplotment of the runners, city design, and race elements create a new gendered reality
for women runners. For instance, the dark alleyways are now lit, and bathrooms
previously aligned with gender binaries become open access. The design elements of the
city that previously served as a hindrance for women, such as lack of safety features,
catcallers, and stretches of unsafe bars, are all transformed when the race takes over the
city. The city speaks materially in this manner, in a way that opens the possibilities for
what a gender-inclusive city can look like. This discovery was completed unexpectedly,
as I had anticipated coed running events to foster a male-dominated environment.
Conversely, women’s running events do not place as much importance on
location; instead, the race theme influences gendered rhetorical influences. In this study,
all three women’s running events used gendered tropes: the princess, diva, and lady of
leisure. I studied the works of many feminist rhetoricians to inform my work and
understand the relationship between gender and power relations. Mountford argues that
gendered tropes reinforce how “gender hierarchies are associated with geography” (28).
In Chapter 4, I examine how the materiality of women’s running events comingle with
the race location to reinforce the rhetorical trope that women are a pinboard for
displaying material wealth.
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I extend the concept of women using a feminine style as a form of empowerment
in the women’s running events, such as the Disney Princess Half Marathon and the Divas
Race Series. In Chapter 4, I explore how women runners embrace a “feminine style” in
women’s running events to be accepted into the masculine world of running. In her 1989
work, Man Cannot Speak for Her, Karlyn Kohrs Campbell observed nineteenth-century
women rhetors embracing a feminine style
On one hand, women had to meet all the usual requirements of speakers,
demonstrating expertise, authority, and rationality in order to show her
competence and make herself credible to audiences. However, if that was all she
did, she was likely to be judged masculine, unwomanly, aggressive, and cold. (12)
Campell also acknowledged that when women embraced this feminine style they faced a
double bind: “they were suspected of being unwomanly if they stood and spoke in
‘masculine’ public spaces but, simultaneously, needed to display ‘femininity’ on stage in
order to gain the audience’s goodwill” (221). Women runners also face this double bind,
as embracing a feminine style in running allows them to enter the arena, but it does not
garner them respect nor being taken seriously.
This feminine style is often characterized by women donning a princess crown,
dressing in costume, wearing tutus, and dressing heterosexy, defined as displaying overt
characteristics of heteronormative and sexual behavior (Fink “Homophobia”). On the one
hand, this “feminine style” in running allows women to control their participation and
experience. On the other hand, this practice results in women runners being deemed “less
than” and not “real runners.” While I critically analyze the practice of embracing a
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“feminine style,” I do not intend to devalue this act. Mattingly argues that scholars “have
sometimes valued those bodies according to existing standards” (2). In other words,
scholars have evaluated women based on their ability to adhere to and integrate into
masculine practices. I agree with Mattingly, and I am cautious about criticizing this
practice with the assumption that women should participate in the sport of running in a
way previously defined by men. I posit that women runners leverage this “feminine style”
in running events to assert a level of control surrounding their participation. Whereas
some may argue that running in a tutu and princess crown are fanciful and demeaning, I
counter this point and argue that embracing a “feminine style” allows women to take
back control and power and participate in a way that is meaningful for them, not in
accordance with masculine tradition.
Chapter 4 details how the rhetorics of women’s running events send mixed
messages to women that often place them in a double bind. On the one hand, if a woman
chooses to display overt characteristics of femininity through acts such as wearing
costumes, tiaras, or tutus, she faces criticism for not taking the sport seriously from both
men and women in institutional and vernacular rhetorics. On the other hand, if she does
not conform to the expectations of femininity that these races dictate, she is ostracized
and viewed as stodgy and dull. The contradictory nature of this message results in the
feeling that no matter what she does, she will be criticized. Mountford observes this
phenomenon among women in clergy, writing that they faced “double binds, since [their]
roles are entwined with behaviors that are, by definition, not ‘womanly’” (98). I posit that
the implications this gendered messaging sends contributes to perceptions of inclusion.
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Women face a double bind when confronted with conflicting messaging regarding their
femininity and participation in women’s running events.
My final chapter may have been the most enlightening as I looked towards the
future of running in the world of virtual running events and the role of digital
technologies. While we saw that both in-person and virtual events exist in hybrid space,
we certainly saw this rhetorical theme come to fruition in the uptick of virtual races in
conjunction with the pandemic. I anchor to the core concept of mobile and locative media
scholar Jordan Frith regarding the viewpoint of the metaphor “in real life” (Smartphones
7). Both virtual and in-person events occur in real life. There is no great divide, nor is
there a space in which we solely exist in either plane. There is enmeshment of virtual and
physical spaces to the point where the line is so blurred it may as well not exist. There is
an even greater opportunity to connect with other runners in the digital realm of virtual
running events. Running applications, such as Strava, allow for digital co-presence, and
we can be “together” without being “together” throughout our training or at the event
itself. But we must also be cautious, as the same functionality that allows ease for
connection allows for ease of digital stalking and harassment. We have even seen illintentioned individuals target victims based on their running location on Strava and use
that as a tool to extend physical violence. I do not want to position the role of digital as
all bad—the same tools allow us to speak out and act as activists for issues pertaining to
gender, race, and sexuality.
Gender in Sports and Leisure
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The overwhelming and pervasive theme in the conversation on the gendering of
sports is that the world of sports is filled with hegemonic masculinity. Several sports and
gender scholars, including Linda Fuller, Michael Messner, Laurel Davis, and Vicki
Krane, claim that sports reflect our broader culture and ideologies, which are pervasive
with male privilege, hegemonic masculinity, and racism. According to sports scholars
Jeffrey Segrave, Katherine McDowell, and James King, “women’s sport is often
trivialized and marginalized, and female athletes are often stereotyped as feminized
women rather than competitive athletes” (31). This is damaging as the world of sports
reflects our culture and acts as another place for males to demonstrate their privilege and
power.
The gendered rhetorics conveying privilege and power can be seen in running
events. In Chapter 2, I explore the gendered history of running, from which women have
first been excluded and later marginalized. This marginalization is perpetuated through
dominant rhetorical tropes attempting to persuade women and broader society that
women need protection and should act selflessly. Creedon argues
Being male in our culture confers a degree of privilege. By denying women
access to the games as players, we are taught women are less powerful or physical
than men. By limiting women to stereotypical support roles (cheerleader,
spectator, hostess of super bowl party), we learn that women should be
subservient. (5)
Sports scholars Susan Cahn and Creedon argue that traditional concepts of femininity and
masculinity dictate acceptable sports for participation (i.e., females can play tennis, swim,
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and figure skate while men can play football, baseball, and basketball). Sport and gender
scholar Nathalie Koivula explains: “The labeling of different activities as feminine and
masculine is largely a social construction based on stereotyped expectations regarding
gender and perceived gender differences” (377). So, where does that leave running?
Running straddles the line between feminine and masculine. Several sport and
gender scholars, including Nathalie Koivula, Brenda A. Riemer, and Michelle E. Visio,
have concluded that running is a gender-neutral sport. It is not considered a “feminine”
activity like figure skating or dancing, but it is also not a traditionally masculine sport,
such as football or rugby. Given the neutral nature of running, the ways in which women
participate are open. Interestingly, Messner found that the most popular sports (those with
the majority of media coverage) highlight men’s dominance over women due to the fact
that they are organized around “the most extreme possibilities of the male body”—this
includes football, basketball, and baseball (“Sports and Male” 202). All of these are maledominated sports. These hegemonic values and expectations of gender role-appropriate
behavior are so deeply ingrained, they are rarely questioned.
As in feminist rhetorics, the relationship between motherhood and sport is a hot
topic of discussion in sport and gender scholarship. Women athletes are also often
associated with their role as a mother above all else. Similarly, Janet Fink and Vicki
Krane both argue that when the role of motherhood is emphasized, it subsequently
trivializes their athletic accomplishments. Fink reveals how “coverage of female athletes
often highlights their sex appeal and femininity instead of their athletic accomplishments
and the coverage tends to draw attention to players’ heterosexuality by focusing on
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aspects of their lives outside of sport and/or their roles as wives, girlfriends, and mothers”
(335). She goes on to point out how, “Focusing on female athletes’ personal lives with
their husbands or boyfriends (e.g., showing a pregnant Sheryl Swoopes, discussing Mia
Hamm’s marriage, pointing out that Shea Ralph and her mother ‘tend to talk boys not
basketball’) sends a strong message that female athletes are, indeed, heterosexual” (335).
Krane argues that this is reflective of “blatant homophobia that exists within women’s
sports” (120). The concentration of women as wives and mothers is reflected in the
rhetorics of running. While the sport and gender scholars mentioned have studied this
phenomenon in basketball, tennis, and soccer, I found the same trend in women’s
running. In Chapter 2, I examine how the news coverage of both Kathrine Switzer and
Bobbi Gibb, the first two female Boston Marathoners, focused on their role as wives.
More than 50 years later, Boston Marathoner Stephanie Bruce faced criticism regarding
how she balanced running and motherhood in the media. Her male runner counterparts
are rarely, if ever, asked about, much less criticized their role as a father and a runner.
The most common gendered rhetorical theme that replicated across historical,
coed, women’s, virtual, and in-person running events was violence against women in
sports. In Messner’s later work Out of Play, he writes, “Organized sport is the perfect
place to explore how and why men become violent” because of the microcosm sports
provide to our male-dominated culture (206). A key point that Messner makes is that “It
wasn’t the fear of feminization of society that mean feared, it was the ‘loss of male power
and privilege especially among middle-class men’” (205). This “triad of men’s violence
in sports” is comprised of violence against other men, violence against themselves, and
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violence against women. These violent themes manifested in the gendered rhetorics of
running. Jim McKay and Donald Sabo add to the conversation of violence in sports with
Messner, specifically regarding the triad of men’s violence in sports. They argue that
“[male] athletes’ violence against women [is] a product of the hypersexist sports world”
(154). This violence links the world of sports and sexism.
In Chapter 2, I discuss how from the beginning of time, women experienced
violence, including harassment, control, and stalking when asserting their independence.
This violence usually came on the heels of men either losing or perceiving an impending
loss of control. As Michael Kimmel argues,
Men’s violence toward women does not happen when men’s power over women
is intact and unthreatened; rather, it happens when men’s power breaks down
when his entitlement to that power is threatened and insecure. Violence is
restorative, retaliatory […] when that entitlement is aggrieved, they don’t just get
mad; they get even. (183)
When women runners were considered a threat, the message was that they needed to be
contained through violence if necessary. This violence against women runners is
documented as early as the first Olympics in 776 BC. Married women were not permitted
to compete, and if they were caught, they were beaten and killed (Sears 31). Moving
along to modern times, women were punished for attempting to enter a “man’s sport”
with violent words and actions. Consider how Boston race director Jock Semple
physically knocked Kathrine Switzer, the first “official” female marathoner, off the
Boston racecourse in 1967: “When Semple saw Switzer running he ripped off her bib
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number and yelled, ‘Get the hell out of my race and give me those numbers!’” (qtd. in
Switzer 91). Not only were the actions against Switzer violent, but the rhetoric covering
her athletic feats was also filled with undertones of violence. In an interview following
the 1967 Boston Marathon, Boston Athletic Association Director Wil Cloney was
asked his opinion about Switzer entering the race, and he said, “We have no place in
the marathon for any unauthorized person, even a man. If that girl were my daughter,
I’d spank her” (Switzer 118). Whereas today, institutional rhetorics would not be so
bold as to suggest “spanking” an athlete, vernacular rhetorics tell a different story.
Vernacular rhetorics can offer an even greater threat of violent rhetorics
towards women. Chapter 4 explores the violent practice entitled “Dead Last Start,” in
which men aim for a high number of “kills” (aka women passed) while running the
Disney Princess Half Marathon. Considering this violent “game” is played at a
primarily women-run event compounds the violent nature. Institutional rhetorics are
also filled with violent and harassing language and actions reinforced in digital spaces.
The Internet is particularly ripe with harassment towards women runners. As Jacqueline
Ryan and Tracy Everbach remind us, men attack women online “because they can” (18).
Ryan and Everbach go on to say that “men hold the power and any instance in which they
feel that their territory or power has been threatened or encroached upon becomes
justification for attack” (14). Given that the Internet is a historically male-dominated
space, this explains why this happens frequently in those digital spaces. These examples
have a common theme: women experience violence at the hands of men when men’s
power is threatened. Whether the fear is losing power over the Olympic Games, the
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masculine marathon tradition, a “women’s event” in a man’s game, or the Internet,
the commonality is men’s fear of losing control of women.
In a stroke of irony, a rhetorical theme of both protection and violence emerged in
the gendered rhetorics of running. In Chapter 4, I examine how women were positioned
as “damsels in distress,” “princesses,” and delicate “divas” that needed protection from
men. Fuller found that the “damsel in distress” rhetorical trope was reinforced in sports
(30). In vernacular rhetorics, women runners turned entrepreneurs began churning out
shirts, made from their Cricut machines, for men running in the Disney Princess Half
Marathon emblazoned with the phrase “Princess Protection Agency.” In a race designed
for women and dominated by women, the rhetorical message behind one of the few males
running in the race claiming he was only there to “protect” women runners was both
demeaning and ironic. I point out the irony, as the implication is that the man is there to
“save” women, but from whom? Other men? Given that primarily men are the
perpetrators of violence against women runners, it is ironic that women’s protectors are
also the perpetrators.
The effects of gendered rhetorics of running extend beyond words, often
manifesting in perceived or actual violence towards female runners. A national study
conducted in 2019 found that 84 percent of women runners have been harassed or
assaulted while running, and nearly half (42 percent) of them have been harassed more
than once (Yu). Nearly all (94 percent) of those women said their harassers were men
(Keefe). In a world in which women continually suffer violence at the hands of men, this
violent language in sports is damaging. In an alternate universe in which women did not
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regularly suffer violence at the hands of men, possibly the violent and sexual discourse in
the field of sports— “penetrations,” “attacks,” and “sudden death”—would not be as
consequential. However, given the violent realities, the continued use of violent and
sexual discourse in sports is insensitive at best and harassing and threatening at worst.
Theoretical Framework, Primary Sources, and Methods
My dissertation leverages three theoretical frameworks, including material
feminist, embodied vernacularity, and intersectionality. I employed a bricolage approach
in which I applied both qualitative and quantitative methods. I began with the “everyday”
practice of running, kept an open mind on the “relevant” materials, sought constellations
between materials, and performed an intertextual rhetorical analysis by mapping
constellations to identify trends. By casting a wide net to include material artifacts and
images as well as written and spoken words, I was able to better understand the gendered
rhetorical space(s) of the ten specific running events in this study.
Both Sarah Hallenbeck and Barbara Biesecker acknowledge that feminist research
must go beyond rewriting the history of rhetoric with the inclusion of women. They call
for a theoretical framework that not only places women in the history of events but also
seeks to understand the way society perceives women and their “role” in society. Jordynn
Jack also supports this approach, as she states:
Methodological issues have occupied an important place in feminist
historical scholarship. Just as women rhetors have had to reinvent
rhetorical strategies in order to speak effectively, feminist rhetoricians
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have had to reinvent rhetorical methodologies in order to research
nontraditional subjects. (290)
As Jack suggests, many feminist scholars have reinvented rhetorical methodologies to
research a variety of subjects that are important in understanding gender, such as running.
In her 2010 Octalog commentary on the direction of feminist rhetorical studies,
Enoch suggested that as feminist scholars are now moving well beyond their early efforts
to “recover” women rhetors and “recalibrate” or “rewrite” rhetorical history, they might
consider undertaking a different project altogether: one that does not aim primarily to
account for the rhetorical practices of women at all, or even necessarily of particular
people or texts. Rather, Enoch noted, feminist rhetoricians ought to turn their attention to
“the rhetorical work that goes into creating and disturbing the gendered distinctions,
social categories, and asymmetrical power relationships that women and men encounter
in their daily lives” (qtd. in Agnew, et al 115–116). Hallenbeck adds to this saying, “We
shouldn’t discount the ‘recovery’ of women in the history of rhetoric, as if we had not
suggested that these women acted deliberately, we would not have been able to challenge
traditional scholarly assumptions about who matters in the history of rhetoric in the first
place (“Toward a Posthuman Perspective” 14). My theoretical approach in this
dissertation recognizes the significant contributions of those who came before me while
also forging new pathways by analyzing gendered rhetorics, not by focusing on
recovering the voices of influential female runners, rather through examining the
gendered materials and rhetorical significance in everyday practices.
Feminist-Materialist Theoretical Framework
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To respond to this call from Jack, Enoch, and Hallenbeck, I apply a feministmaterialist theoretical framework. Hallenbeck argues that a feminist-materialist lens can
be particularly useful. It helps shift our focus away from individuals or groups to study
the entire network in which these rhetors acted. Hallenbeck advocates for feminist
scholars to not focus on individual rhetors or texts but rather mundane and trivial
practices because “when we do not think of ourselves as potential innovators of the
mundane objects with which we interact, we become complicit in the maintenance of
hegemonic power relations, gendered and otherwise” (Claiming the Bicycle 174). Jack
also supports this approach, as she purports, “To date, much of our inquiry into gendered
material rhetorics has been segmented into particular categories (body, dress, space, and
to a lesser extent time)” (288). However, what Jack calls for is an “integrated rhetorical
methodology” that will examine the materials and everyday experiences of women
together (300). Feminist scholars should work to understand how materiality, language,
and the everyday work jointly as an integrated experience.
In applying a feminist-materialist theoretical framework, I first identified the
artifacts in scope for my research, which included porta-potties, race maps, and aid
stations. After collecting the data and evaluating the network of information, I mapped
constellations between seemingly unrelated topics, such as dress, medals, marketing
materials, websites, and social media. Through this practice, I was able to identify trends
and rhetorical themes that spanned across all of the events in this study. For example, I
found that the thread of morality tying together both weight and motherhood. This was an
unexpected finding, enabled by the method I used. By keeping an open mind and
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leveraging a method that cast a wide net across the artifacts, I was able to identify
rhetorical themes that were unexpected.
I also want to acknowledge that I ran many of these events, including The
Chicago Marathon, The Disney Princess Half Marathon, Divas Half Marathon, USA
Women’s Half Marathon, Virtual Chicago Marathon, and the Virtual New York
Marathon. My experience in running these events provided an on-the-ground view that I
would not have otherwise obtained. For instance, there are no words that can convey the
feeling of witnessing women cry as they crossed the finish line for achieving their
lifelong goal, hearing the shouts of the crowd, or sitting side-by-side with hundreds of
other women on a crowded bus as they prepared to run 13.1 miles wearing glitter, fairy
wings, and a tutu. These all served as priceless materials of inspiration for understanding
the authentic gendered lived experience of these races. Additionally, I was able to touch
and feel all the materials, experiencing first-hand the weight of the race medals, disparate
sizing in the shirts, and see the sparkle in the race jewelry. I followed women running
influencers on Instagram and TikTok. For the virtual races, I ran each event and engaged
in the virtual community, which was highly active and even more engaged than in-person
event groups.
Embodied Vernacularity
The third theoretical framework I apply is examining both institutional and
vernacular rhetorics through the materials, language, and embodiment of running at these
events. Both institutional and vernacular rhetorics are gendered, though this gendering
operates in different ways. Institutional rhetorics allow organizations to speak with a
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single authoritative voice in their everyday interactions with the public. According to
Josh Boyd, the characteristics of institutional rhetorics include “personification of
institutions, the corporate “‘we,’ the use of synecdoche, and an emphasis on the
maintenance of institutional image and the support of the institution’s publics” (1). An
example of institutional rhetorics in the races I studied is the official communications
from the race directors via the official websites, event guides, and social media channels.
Conversely, vernacular rhetorics consider voices that are not in positions of
leadership and do not have access to official sites or formal addresses. Liz Barr coined
the term “embodied vernacularity,” which “accounts for the speaking body in addition to
the spoken word” (206). In other words, embodied vernacularity includes those who do
not have access to official materials, research, or information, but who can still influence
the dominant narrative through their actions and physical embodiment. Barr explores
embodied vernacularity in the legal proceeding for Truvada and found that community
members were able to successfully influence the dominant discourse touted in
institutional rhetorics. In other words, community members were able to respond to and
resist messaging from those in power. Even though the community members were not
medical “experts” they were able to negotiate within an asymmetrical power structure.
This is meaningful to my dissertation, as I explore how female runners use their
embodied vernacularity to perform acts of resistance against the institutional rhetorics.6
Reading running events through the lens of exploring both the vernacular and
institutional rhetorics allows me to compare and contrast both the” official” and
“unofficial” narratives on women’s running. The primary sources in institutional
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rhetorics included official race websites, event rule books, events guides, race statistics,
and news articles. I also used quantitative data when analyzing Strava data for security
protocols. Facebook groups, Instagram posts, race reviews on personal blogs, posts on
Strava, women’s running community forums, and personal stories helped fill in the
picture from a vernacular rhetorics perspective. I documented the details of each race and
primary source in an excel spreadsheet, noting the race name, quantitative data (number
of participants, percentage of men and women), race details (location, website, event
guides), social media channels, materials (medals, shirts, giveaways, swag), and
corporate sponsors.
Intersectionality
This dissertation's third theoretical framework approach is intersectionality, which
is a lens in which to analyze messages about race, class, and other embodied social
categories. When Kimberlé Crenshaw first introduced the concept of intersectionality in
1989, she drew attention to the fact that one should consider overlapping categories of
oppression, such as gender, race, class, and sexual orientation, when exploring the impact
of social injustices. Crenshaw coined this term to provide a metaphor for the unique
experiences of black women, specifically to discuss the “location of women of color at
the intersection of race and gender” (“Mapping” 1245). Feminist scholar Hailey Nicole
Otis expanded upon Crenshaw’s theory to explore the intersectionality of feminist
rhetorical scholarship. Otis says, “feminist rhetorical scholars have, for the most part,
taken up intersectionality as a way of understanding contexts and audiences, as well as
pointing out essentialism in problematic feminist discourses” (370). Karma R. Chávez
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agrees with Otis and criticizes past feminist scholarship, arguing that most published
work universalizes the elite, white, heterosexual woman’s experience. Chávez says, “We
have a canon, a foundation, a long-standing tradition built around and informed by
singular, monolithic, and homogenous views of identity and subjectivity” (2). As such, it
is time for a change, and my scholarship on gender in coed and women’s running
considers all classes, races, and sexual orientations.
In my research, I deploy an intersectional framework to help me draw “attention
to invisibilities that exist in feminism,” especially the ways “women of colour are
invisible in plain sight” (Adewunmi). Marketing materials are geared towards the “typical
U.S. Female Runner”: a 38-year-old, white, married (and presumably heterosexual),
college-educated, and affluent woman (Running USA) 7. Running is not egalitarian, as
white privilege and classist assumptions permeate the space. The danger of the lack of
diversity in sports is that it becomes a self-perpetuating cycle. Those who are not
represented struggle to identify and visualize themselves as part of the running
community. As a result, marginalized groups may be hesitant to participate, thereby
perpetuating a lack of diversity in the messaging and embodiment of the sport. An
intersectional framework enables me to understand the lived experience of the female
runner based on many aspects of her identity, not gender alone, and ensure that this
project does not perpetuate the universalizing of the elite, white, heterosexual woman’s
experience.
Applying an intersectional framework, I leveraged both qualitative and
quantitative methods to analyze the specific artifacts. In some instances, I counted the
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number of images that contained racial diversity in the official race materials. For
instance, I found that the Divas Half Marathon had the greatest racial diversity of all of
the running events in this study. On the other hand, 100 percent of the Women’s USA
Half Marathon materials only had photos of white women, no diversity. I also analyzed
the language in institutional and vernacular spaces to identify the use of specific terms
that carried gendered, raced, and classed notions. For instance, I took a deeper dive to
understand the rhetorical implications of the word “diva” in relation to race.
Chapter Outlines
Throughout the chapters in this dissertation, I anchor to this overall thesis and my
research questions to examine how running rhetorics are gendered, how these gendered
rhetorics are articulated in both institutional and vernacular spaces, and how women’s,
coed, and virtual running events compare.
In Chapter 2, Protection and Altruism: A Rhetorical History of Women's
Running, I explore rhetorical themes prevalent over time that demonstrated the gendered
nature of running. I specifically address two primary rhetorical themes, including
rhetorics of protection and rhetorics of altruism. Throughout history, women were told
that they should not or could not run—and these mandates were under the guise of
“protecting” women. Those in power, primarily men, communicated that the reason or
their desire to control women’s participation in running was to protect their morality,
fertility, and heterosexuality. Another theme we see is that women face a double bind—
they cannot win no matter which way they turn. This is demonstrated because they are
told they should not run, but if they do, they should do so for others. Rhetorics of altruism
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as a theme emerged—women were told they should run for charity, attract a mate, or for
their children. This dissertation begins with exploring gendered rhetorics, as it is essential
to start with the past to better understand how we arrived at the current state.
In Chapter 3, Space and Emotion: A Feminist Rhetorical Analysis of Coed
Running Events, I argue that coed running events reinforce many of the rhetorical
themes we saw in the history of running, but they manifest in slightly different ways. The
two primary rhetorical themes in coed running events included the rhetorics of space and
emotion. Coed running events place a tremendous emphasis on location more than
women’s or virtual running events. This emphasis on location resulted in several
interesting rhetorical themes, including gendered narrative architecture, ambient
rhetorics, and hybrid spaces. The host cities, planned, designed, and dominated by men,
become transformed through the infrastructure of the coed running event. I anticipated
finding the male-dominated space of the city overpowering the environment of the
running events. Conversely, I uncovered a blanket of safety that the design of the running
event laid on top of the city, making the city more safe and friendly to women. However,
the story is not a complete utopia—there is an emotional aspect of these running events
that layers in feelings of guilt and shame. Viewing the affective rhetorics in these events
uncovered the shame placed on women, especially regarding their menstrual cycle and
restroom usage.
Whereas chapter 3 examines how coed running events, Chapter 4, Princesses
and Divas: A Feminist Rhetorical Analysis of Women’s Running Events, deals with
rhetorical themes in women’s running events. This chapter builds on Chapter 3, moving
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from the rhetorical themes in coed running events to the rhetorical themes of women’s
running events. In exploring the women’s running events in this study, I uncover a
strong relationship between the past and the present. In pulling the thread on the
rhetorical themes, surprisingly, I find that we would like to think our world has
changed—much in the same. In women’s running events, there is a strong correlation
with heteronormative constructions of femininity. Women are expected to look and act
heterosexy. Materials in the races dripped with connotations of heteronormativity—pink,
glittery, and sparkly medals and race shirts certainly conveyed that theme. Official race
communications also encourage women to dress in revealing running costumes and tutus.
But a more insidious and covert expectation of heteronormativity reared its head in
vernacular spaces—clothing and embodiment in the races reinforced the “damsel in
distress” rhetorical trope, which led to actual acts of violence towards women. Both
institutional and vernacular spaces are haunted by whiteness and reinforce the lady of
leisure rhetorical trope—a white, upper-class woman with extra time and money on her
hands.
Chapter 5, Running as a Networked Activity: A Feminist Rhetorical Analysis
of Women’s Running Events, looks at virtual events and digital spaces in a postCOVID-19 world. In possibly the most fascinating chapter of the dissertation, I explore
the world of virtual running and the role of digital technology. I make sure to
acknowledge that it is not only virtual events that are comprised digitally, as both inperson and virtual events have digital components. I also do not intend to imply that
physical and digital worlds sit on two separate planes, divided clearly into separate
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realms. Rather, the hybrid space of the physical and digital is our new norm. Digital
spaces have a duality of rhetorical themes relating to gender. Mobile and locative media
practices for women runners can be dangerous, as women runners are prone to
harassment, stalking, and violence when sharing their physical location. Conversely,
technology also opens the door for advocacy and activism. The same tools that allow
like-minds to gather and spew hate allow marginalized individuals to join forces and
speak out.
Finally, the dissertation’s Afterword: The Last Mile, pulls together all of the
themes described in the previous chapters, offering a sense of closure and looking ahead
to the future of running. Based on the history of running, I foresee new rhetorical trends
taking shape in the future. I posit that virtual running events will become more
prominent. Digital and physical spaces will become even more blurred, and hybrid spaces
will become the norm. Runners will be connected further through digital co-presence—
running alone but together at the same time. Of course, I do not propose that the Internet
is a utopian environment. It would be naïve for me to assume that the future will
eradicate the hate, harassment, and violence we see in online spaces today. However, the
positive stride I have seen in the running community towards enhanced inclusivity gives
me hope.
As I close out the introduction and develop the chapters that lie ahead, I would
like to revisit to the beginning—to that half marathon in Charlotte. I posit that most of the
women on that course had overcome at least one obstacle to be there that morning.
Possibly, she had to arrange childcare to get out the door at 6:00 a.m. Perhaps she was
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still reeling from a fight she had with her husband over how much time she spent
running—battling a constant negotiation of how she balances her time between work,
life, home, and leisure. Or maybe she had to confront naysayers who told her she was too
fat, too slow, or too old to run. Even more likely, maybe it was not what someone said,
rather the implicit rhetorics that convey that she should not run due to her race, weight,
sexuality, gender, health, or some other arbitrary factor. According to the statistics, it is
very likely that she encountered harassment or violence on at least one of her training
runs or an online forum she used to connect with other runners. But she was there. She
showed up—embodying empowerment. As she crossed the finish line, her run
symbolized much more than the physical completion of 13.1 miles; it represented the
challenges she, and all women who came before her, overcame to cross that threshold. As
the medal was placed around her neck, she experienced triumph—not just for herself but
for all women.
Notes
1

I ran the Chicago Marathon in 2019.

2

I ran the Disney’s Princess Half Marathon in February 2000, The USA

Women’s Half Marathon in November 2019 and the Virtual Divas Half Marathon in
2019.
3

I ran The Virtual Chicago Marathon in October 2020, The Virtual New York

Marathon in November 2020, and The Virtual Boston Marathon in April 2021.
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4

According to Statistica, in 2018, the North American sports market had

a value of about 71.06 billion U.S. dollars. This figure is expected to rise to
83.1 billion by 2023 (Running USA).
5

Specifically, half-marathon distance running events.

6

When I reference dominant narratives, I recognize that there is more than one

dominant narrative.
7

The National Runner Survey shows that runners are 90 percent Caucasian, 5.1

percent Hispanic, 3.9 percent Asian/Pacific Islander and 1.6 percent Black; 73 percent of
those surveyed reporting a Household Income of more than $75,000, well above the U.S.
median household income of $52,175; 79 percent having earned a college diploma,
compared with only 27 percent of the United States population; According to the
National Runner Survey, 61.9 percent of female runners are married (Running USA).
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CHAPTER TWO
PROTECTION AND ALTRUISM: A RHETORICAL HISTORY OF WOMEN'S
RUNNING
It was raining and cold on the morning of my first marathon, making it
particularly difficult to get out of bed. I awoke at 5:00 a.m., for the 7:00 a.m. race start,
and quietly gathered my running gear, being careful not to make a sound or turn on any
lights in fear of waking up my family. As my feet hit the pavement, I glanced around at
the bobbing ponytails. I felt immense pride as I was surrounded by numerous other
women who dared to toe the line at this ultimate test of fitness. At mile seven I glanced at
my Garmin, it was 8:15 and my pace was hovering at ten-minute mile. According to my
calculations, I was due to cross the finish line at 11:36 a.m. Timing was crucial this
morning, but not because I was shooting for a PR (Personal Record) or Boston qualifying
time. Rather, given that I was my daughter’s Girl Scout Troop Leader, I had to be back
home by noon to take my daughter, and the entire Girl Scout Troop, to a Santa’s
Workshop event at 1:00 p.m. I sped up my pace, hoping I could finish more quickly so I
could have time to get my daughter showered, dressed, and ready in time. In my haste, I
forgot the number one rule of running a marathon: Never go out too fast.
The vomiting started at mile 17. I pulled over on the side of the road just before
the bridge and emptied my stomach. Unfortunately, as many runners know, not only is it
common to vomit when running at a high intensity, but once it starts, it is difficult to stop.
I felt dehydrated after getting sick, but after every sip of water, I would get sick again—a
vicious cycle. I pulled over to the side of the road every mile after that until the finish: a
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total of nine times. I finished in four hours and thirty-two minutes and was home by
noon. After arriving home, I sprinted to get myself and daughter showered, dressed, and
ready, gathered up the Girl Scout patches and rushed off to Santa’s Workshop. After a
fun afternoon of Christmas crafts, games, and songs, we finally arrived home at 3:00 p.m.
and I sat down and ate for the first time that day. My story is akin to many other women
who struggle to balance family, work, personal obligations and fitness.
As I demonstrated in my personal story above, women face unique challenges in
running, many of which can be attributed to gendered self-sacrificing rhetorics. In this
chapter, I analyze how running rhetorics have been gendered over time. I pay special
attention to rhetorical tropes, language, and embodiment that play into women's lived
experiences. I specifically attempt to understand the gendered narrative from both the
perspective of the messaging women received and the discourse from women runners
themselves.
As many sport and gender scholars have demonstrated, the world of sports offers
valuable insight into the construction of gender. Michael Messner’s contributions to the
scholarship are critical, as he essentially created the genre of “construction of
masculinity,” which claims that “men work at making their masculinity” (Out of Play ix).
Messner argues that both men and women actively perform and construct gender in
organized sports. Cheryl Cooky is also a proponent of gender as a social construction,
arguing that “every day doing or undoing of gender” plays an ideological role in sport
and gender relations (5). Vicki Krane builds on this conversation, arguing that
“heterosexuality as an organizing principle in women's sport provides the foundation for
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understanding the social construction of females in sport” (115). As a part of that social
construction, rhetorics in sport communicate expectations for women to conform to
hegemonically feminine roles. According to Pamela Creedon, traditional concepts of
femininity and masculinity dictate acceptable sports for participation—it is tolerable for
females to play tennis, swim, and figure skate and men to play football, baseball, and
basketball. Creedon argues that “labeling activities as feminine and masculine is mostly a
social construction based on stereotypical expectations regarding gender and perceived
differences” (31). Kimberly Bissel adds that “The resounding finding with regard to the
type of media portrayal female athletes receive is that media coverage overemphasizes
femininity and sexuality” (Fuller 173). All of these scholars argue that socially
constructed expectations of hegemonic femininity act rhetorically by articulating
acceptable sports and behaviors.
The idea that gender is “performed” and “socially constructed” is hotly
contested in feminist materialist scholarship. There are generally two camps in
discussion—one side believes that gender is socially constructed, and the other argues
that viewing gender as socially constructed privileges language at the expense of the
material. To explore this, I bring Judith Butler into this conversation, as her insights have
prompted a multitude of discussions on gender performance. Similar to Messner, Cooky,
Krane, and Creedon, Butler argues that gender is performative. Butler asserts that this
performativity is not a singular act, but a repetition of actions understood through
discursive/cultural means. For example, one single act of masculinity does not define a
person’s gender. This performance is something that one does rather than is. Butler
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argues: "There is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity is
performatively constituted by the very expressions that are said to be its results" (34).
Discontent with Butler’s theory of performativity that privileges language, material
feminist scholars have formed a camp in opposition to Butler, thereby focusing on how
materiality aims to avoid prioritizing language over the material. Susan Bordo debates
Butler’s theories of materiality of the body. While Bordo acknowledges Butler’s
contributions to the field, she also challenges Butler: “both naturalist and textualizing
notions of the body are culturally situated…. both are thus equally amendable to being
historically utilized as coercive instruments of power” (169). A cornerstone of my work
sits upon understanding how gender is constituted. Therefore, this conversation on gender
and the body is essential.
I argue that over the years, running rhetorics have been gendered through two
primary rhetorical themes: protection and altruism. These rhetorical tropes of protection
and altruism manifested through messaging to women runners on their fertility, morality,
and sexuality and caused women to face double binds. Women were told to run to attract
a mate—but not assert too much independence, lest it scare him away. They should run to
be a better mother—but not bring their kids with them on a run. Running would make
them immoral, but it also could enhance their morality. They should look sexy when
running—but not too sexy because that may invite male attention and harassment. In
other words, gendered running rhetorics tell women that they can run, as long as they
continue to prioritize their husband, children, and communities above themselves. At the
same time, running rhetorics tell women that they are in need of protection and men are
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their saviors. My research is important, as it uncovers these gendered rhetorical themes
and calls attention to the primary message—nothing women runners do is good enough.
In what follows, I organize my arguments into the "rhetorics of protection" and
“rhetorics of altruism.” In the section of this chapter, “rhetorics of protection,” the
message centers on the pervasive thought that women that they were too frail to run, and
thus needed protection from men. The irony is that real life circumstances demonstrate
that more often, women need protection from men, not by men. I then move to discuss
“rhetorics of altruism.” I recount stories throughout history that convey how women were
told if they ran, they must do so to benefit someone outside of themselves: their husband,
children, or a worthy charity. I provide evidence for how running rhetorics have
marginalized women in the sport, a result of faulty medical rhetoric and unfounded
concerns for frailty, fertility, and morality. I conclude with a message of hope through the
discussion of how women are fighting back against marginalization in the sport through
advocacy and activism. More broadly, I outline rhetorical themes that persist not only
throughout history, but today, as evidenced in following chapters in this dissertation.
Methods and Theoretical Framework
I apply key theoretical frameworks from feminist rhetorical scholars, including
Cheryl Glenn and Jessica Enoch. As I provide a gendered history of running, I want to
emphasize that this is a history, not history. As Glenn and Enoch contend, "written
histories are partial and always interested—partial in the sense that they remain
incomplete with respect to the reality they presume to depict" (331). As I mentioned in
my introduction, the feminist rhetorical canon is guided by two methodologies—one of
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which focuses on "histories that recover the work of female rhetors and rhetoricians" and
"histories that reread the rhetorical tradition through the lens of gender theory" (Enoch,
“Releasing Hold” 58). Given that my focus is on the gendered rhetorical history of
running, I am less concerned with the recovery of female voices. I respond to the call
from rhetoricians Jessica Enoch and David Gold, who encourage feminist rhetoricians to
“move beyond the initial historiographic act of rescue, recovery, and (re)inscription” and
account for historical narratives that have been glossed over (108). While I acknowledge
the groundbreaking work of these scholars, as they paved the path for feminist scholars
that came after them, it is time to move past recovery.
As such, I implicitly enter the conversation on gender and build upon these
theories on gender, the body, and how power to gender is constructed. I work to ensure
that I do not inadvertently reinforce sex binaries, which are troublesome and certainly not
inclusive of the numerable sex categories. In this dissertation, when I speak about how
gendered rhetorics impact women, I am referring to all women, including transgender
women. Similar to Donna Haraway, I believe that "gender is a fluid concept" (23). I also
acknowledge the impacts of gendered rhetorics for those who do not fit into the binaries
of male or female. Individuals who identify as non-binary and intersex have often faced
greater challenges, as they have been completely excluded from the narrative. I briefly
discuss how the rhetorics of coed running events continue to marginalize people who do
not fit within the sex binary oppressive system. However, I must acknowledge that my
work will not cover the wide spectrum of gendered rhetorics affecting those identifying
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as transgender and intersex. This topic is complex and deserves much more attention and
space than what is given in this chapter.
I now shift to discuss my methods, outlining how I conducted the research for this
chapter. To make the determination for what was historically significant and in scope for
this work, I asked three questions—Does this artifact contribute to the gendered
rhetorical history of running? Does this artifact have rhetorical themes that shaped the
gendered narrative? Does this artifact play a role in representing the women's lived
experience? As I examined these research questions, I created constellations between
topics to uncover several important themes contributing to this gendering. Specifically, I
analyzed texts, images, and historical artifacts to obtain a better understanding of the
gendered rhetorical history of running.
As I combed the archives, I noticed several considerable gaps. There were a few
documented accounts of women running in antiquity, such as the first Heraean Games in
776 BC, but there are considerable gaps in time between Heraean Games and the smock
races held in the 1700s. After the smock races, yet again, there was a gap in the
documentation of women running until the pedestrienne craze of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. To better understand the gendered rhetorics of the pedestrienne
craze, I read newspapers, such as the New York Times, Women’s Journal, and the
Worchester Evening Gazette, to identify specific instances of how these women and
events were portrayed. In the review of historical artifacts, I noticed an uptick in the
representation of women in running in the 1930s. At this time, the world of running
began to shift with increasing pressure to include women’s distance running in the
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Olympics. To understand this phenomenon, I analyzed artifacts ranging from the official
rulebooks of the International Olympic Committee (IOC), meeting minutes from the
International Amateur Athletic Federation, and Amateur Athletic Union (AAU)
guidelines. I also read newspaper articles and watched video footage on the coverage of
the first women’s 800-meter event in the 1928 Olympics—this led to several fascinating
discoveries of which I outline in this chapter.
Once I hit the late 1960s and 1970s, the artifacts became much more plentiful and
rhetorically significant. The explosive event of Kathrine Switzer’s groundbreaking
marathon debut in the 1967 Boston Marathon resulted in a plethora of newspaper articles,
interviews, and personal memoirs surrounding the event. Through my careful analysis of
the archives, I made an interesting discovery—many publications incorrectly reported
Kathrine Switzer as the first official female marathoner, but this is not accurate. In fact, it
was Bobbi Gibb who quietly ran the Boston Marathon one year previous to Switzer (in
1966), but it was met without much fanfare because she did not register, and she hid
behind the bushes, jumped into the race, and quietly finished without a word. If not for
my close textual analysis of the primary sources, I might have missed this important
event, a rhetorically significant mile marker for women in running. As seen in this
chapter, I also closely analyzed photos, text, advertisements, articles, and headlines from
running magazines, newspaper editorials, and social media accounts as we moved into
more current times. One of the most recent gendered and rhetorically significant
developments in running was the ruling on transgender women in sports. To better
understand this issue, I not only read the new National Collegiate Athletic Association
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(NCAA) rulebook, but I also read personal memoirs, runner blogs, and social media posts
from transgender women runners to better understand both institutional and vernacular
rhetorics and incorporate their voice into the gendered rhetorical history.
For Her Own Good: Rhetorics of Protection
The messaging surrounding the exclusion and marginalization of women in
running has been veiled under the guise of "protection"— usually with men acting as
the "protectors." As I read through the archives, I noticed this current of "protection"
running through several disparate areas. In what follows, I examine rhetorical themes
under the umbrella of the rhetorics of protection, including protecting women from
inadvertently betraying their own morality, fertility, and heterosexuality. On the
surface, it may seem as if the intention behind these messages is noble—after all, are not
those in charge (men) simply looking to "protect" women "for her own good"? However,
I argue that the rhetorical meaning goes deeper and comes from a place of misogynistic
values and judgment that men know what is better for women than women themselves.
Protecting Morality
As I will illustrate in this section, a rhetorical theme I observed over time is an
attempt to prevent women from participating in running events to "protect" them and
preserve their femininity and virtue. I argue that since at least the sixteenth century,
women have had to fight against the rhetoric of immorality. In what follows, I provide
examples of how the rhetoric of morality has manifested over time. First, I outline the
scholarly conversation I am entering surrounding sport, gender, morality, and pain. I then
examine the pedestrianism craze, which is an often undervalued and underreported

53

phenomenon that has impacted the trajectory of inclusion in women’s running. I
specifically analyze rhetorics that communicated issues of morality with the active body.
I move to analyze rhetorics in running magazines from the 1970s until today. Through
those examples, I demonstrate the rhetorical trope of the "moral woman" places undue
judgment and criticism on women for their adherence to morality standards.
In the scholarly conversation on morality, I begin with correlations between
morality and athleticism. Debra Hawhee calls attention to the historic rhetorical ties
between beauty and morality, writing, “For ancient Athenians, physical beauty and moral
superiority were inextricably tied” (19). Sport and gender scholars also call attention to
how the female athlete’s body is seen as immoral. Margaret Costa and Linda Guthrie
contend that while men have often celebrated their physicality and sexuality, women
have been associated with inferiority and frailty. This, in turn, has resulted in female
athleticism being labeled as “deviant and immoral” (20). Whereas sport scholars often
acknowledge the role that language plays in associated immorality with women, there is
an opportunity to expand the conversation beyond language. Specifically, I seek to
examine the role of pain and morality.
To that end, I point to Elaine Scarry’s work, The Body in Pain. Scarry’s main
argument is that pain is exceptional because of its capacity to continuously make and
unmake the subject. To extend this concept to women runners, consider that when
women run, they are in the process of creating themselves through this pain. Scarry finds:
In the long run, we will see that the story of physical pain becomes a story
about the expansive nature of human sentience, the felt fact of aliveness
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that is often sheerly happy, just as the story of expressing physical pain
eventually opens into the wider frame of invention. (22)
In other words, Scarry articulates that as uncomfortable as it is, pain is about feeling and
creating. Sentience, the ability to feel things, is wrapped in the human experience.
Without pain, there is no room for happiness either. If we correlate this to running, we
can see that a runner must endure the pain to feel and grow from the experience.
In this manner, we can see that the “pain” of running creates the runner. Without
pain, there is no creation. But how does this relate to my point on morality? Scarry
writes: “The morality of creating cannot, of course, be inferred from the immorality of
uncreating, and will instead be shown on its own terms” (22). What Scarry posits is that
morality is tied to pain. She argues that “creating” is not a moral behavior any more than
“uncreating” is immoral. Pain and morality are not always viewed in this fashion, though.
As a case in point, studies on running and charity find that people are more likely to
donate money to an individual seeking to raise money through a running event as
opposed to donating without a physical activity tied to the cause. Christopher Olivola and
Eldar Shafir found that “willingness to contribute to a charitable or collective cause
increases when the contribution process is expected to be painful and effortful rather than
easy and enjoyable” (91). Unlike other giving experiences that may be related to an
enjoyable activity, donating to an activity-driven event attracts support because people
are drawn to the challenge of working hard and undergoing pain on behalf of a cause.
I now turn from exploring the role of pain, morality, and running to discuss how
the rhetorics surrounding endurance events articulated expectations of morality for
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women. I specifically evaluate the pedestriennes craze of the late 1800s, which was a
women’s foot racing phenomenon. Pedestrianism was the precursor to marathons and
ultramarathons, as women would walk thousands of miles, such as Ada Anderson,
who walked 1,500 miles in 1,000 hours (Algeo 106). The rhetorics of morality
infiltrated the public opinion of pedestrianism, the walking/running craze of the late
1800s, resulting in pedestriennes facing a double bind—both facing judgment against
their morals and "proving" their morality to enhance their ethos. On the one hand,
there was great concern surrounding pedestriennes' morality, primarily due to
Victorian standards of morality. Temperance and religious leaders did not hold back
their views on the immorality of pedestriennes. A case in point is a sermon by
Reverend W.C. Steele titled "The Evils of Pedestrianism," published March 17,
1879, in the New York Herald (qtd. in Shaulis). Anderson’s decision to walk on
Sundays was particularly contested. According to historian Matthew Algeo, “This
was a brazen violation of the blue laws that prohibited public amusements on the
Christian Sabbath, and it infuriated the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union and
other moral crusaders, who appealed to the city’s board of aldermen to stop the
exhibition” (114). These women walking enthusiasts could not escape criticism for
even the most innocuous of activities.
As a result of the pervasive rhetoric of morality, pedestriennes faced a double
bind as some, such as Ada Anderson, experienced extreme criticism against their
moral values. The focus on morality makes sense when considering that “Until the
1930s, discourse on female sexuality in sport centered on impaired reproductive capacity
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and sexual immoralist” (Cahn 23). Amidst this criticism of women’s activity and
correlated morality, another world-famous pedestrienne, Bertha Von Hillern,
leveraged her platform to highlight her adherence to Victorian expectations for
femininity and morality, thereby enhancing her ethos. For instance, The Worchester
Evening Gazette (1877) described Von Hillern as:
a regular attendant at church and is conscientious and careful in her
devotions. Her great fear is that in her contact with the public, she may
be suspected of evil, and she is every way circumspect and guarded. It
is this natural modesty which prevents her exhibitions from turning
into mere sporting affairs and which commend her to the confidence
and goodwill of the beset society. (qtd. in Shaulis 2)
This account of Von Hillern is filled with the rhetoric of morality. Notice how the
author mentioned Von Hillern's attendance at church, indicating that Christianity is
aligned to morality. I also call attention to the specific word choices "conscientious,"
"careful," "devotions," "guarded," "modesty," and "goodwill"—all of which convey
the image of an honorable, moral, and proper woman. Also noteworthy is the
mention that her greatest fear is being perceived as "evil," which is in direct contrast
to the good and moral image described.
Even as hard as Von Hillern worked to fight back against the rhetorics of
morality and endurance running/walking, the messaging surrounding women's
immorality prevailed. During the height of pedestriennes' popularity, in March 1879,
police Captain Williams invoked a rarely used blue law to prohibit women from

57

walking in New York City on Sundays in an attempt to protect women from being
immoral. The view was that “certainly women deserved at least the same level as
protection’ as dogs in the bloody sport of dogfighting, which had recently been
outlawed due to animal cruelty” (Shaulis 43). This resulted in making events,
including the pedestriennes’ six-day walk, illegal. After this law was invoked, these
endurance events fizzled out. The discourse on female athletes centered on their
impaired "reproductive capacity and sexual immorality" until the 1930s (Cahn 42). The
understanding of the marginalization of women's pedestriennes is significant because
it allowed groups to continue to restrict women's activities for years.
While I focused earlier on the rhetorics of morality as it pertained to women's
participation in the sport, I now shift to discuss the rhetorical impact at the
intersection of running, body size, and morality. The majority of running rhetorics
geared towards women focus on their body size and associated moral virtues tied to
controlling their desires, body, and appetite. One does not need to look far to see
examples of exercise for weight loss rhetoric. For instance, consider Runner's World
magazine which featured Oprah Winfrey on their cover in 1995 to promote running
and weight loss. A photo of Oprah running was accompanied by the headline "Oprah
Did It, So Can You: How She Lost 70 Pounds and Finished the Marathon" (Remy).
At first blush, this article and photo may seem innocuous. However, I argue that the
specific language used in this article tied morality, weight loss, and running together
to invoke guilt. By making the claim that since Oprah did it, anyone can, Runner's
World is indicating that it is surprising that Oprah could run a marathon because she
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used to be fat—which Runner’s World purports is a moral shortcoming and that she
has earned absolution for her sin through the endurance event.
Women’s running communications also perpetuate the idea that women
runners can lose weight through dedication and good intentions—both of which are
moral values. As such, the message is that women can lose weight if they are
“moral” but remain fat if they are “immoral.” Consider the article that ran in the New
York Times following Oprah's Runner's World cover that outlined the "Oprah-Clinton
model," which is when an individual is "middle-aged" and "plump," but they decide
to run. The Atlanta Peachtree 10K race director Julia Emmons explains, "Most of us
are not born with a lot of athletic talent, but with a will and a focus and desire to be
as healthy as we can within reason" (Longman). The words "will," "focus," and
"desire," all of which tie morality with weight loss and running and also invoke
spiritual practices of penance and sacrifice to atone for the “sin” of obesity.
The relationship between gender, morality, and the body can be seen through
running magazines’ headlines focusing on weight loss—specifically to women. Over
the years, Runner's World has been a frequent offender in promoting weight loss
through morality to women runners. A review of their magazine covers reveals this
pattern. When the magazine featured a male on the cover, the headlines typically
focused on getting strong: “Run Strong for Life," (March 2014) power: “Find Your
Power,” (August 2020), performance: "Crush That 21k," (July 2018), and mental
stamina: "Train Your Mind," (March 2003). However, when the cover featured a
female, the main headline often focused on weight loss” “Lose 10 pounds, or 15…or
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2 (April 2011), getting fit: "Lean, Fast, and Fit,” (June 2016), and shaping female
body: "Your Best Shape Ever” (March 2007). The covers of Women's Running
magazine also reinforce this focus on the female body with headlines: "Sexy Abs,"
(Nov/Dec 2012) "Your Best Body Ever," (May 2014) and "Run Yourself Slim and
Happy" (May 2013). But these headlines not only focus on shrinking the female body
through running, but they also indicate that a moral woman should run to lose
weight. This is demonstrated through the use of words such as "good" and "bad"
foods" and "rewarding" oneself with a "cheat meal" to become a "better" runner.
Protecting Fertility and Frailty
Running rhetoric has historically been gendered through a set of separate and
distinct rules for women, often under the guise of concern for women's health, that
position women at an unfair advantage. The ideology that women are the weaker sex and
defined by their fertility dates back to Aristotle.8 As a result, medical rhetoric has spouted
the dogma that women were too frail and weak to run. This misguided set of beliefs held
women back from the sport of running until the mid-twentieth century. As I demonstrate
in this section, women use logos as a rhetorical device to persuade those in power that
their bodies can be sporting bodies. However, these systems are so ingrained that women
continue to be held back in the sport, even with strong evidence and data that proves their
ability to engage in sporting activities.
As I enter the conversation on women's running and explore the rhetorical
theme of "protection," I bridge scholarship on rhetorics, sport, and gender to
demonstrate how this rhetoric impacted women, runners. Sport and gender scholars
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generally agree that women have been framed as frail and in need of protection.
Katharina Lindner writes, "Female sexuality and women's powers of reproduction are
defining (cultural) characteristics of women and also render women vulnerable and in
need of protection or special treatment as variously prescribed by the patriarchy" (322).
Comparably, in Messner's work, Out of Play, he declares, "Boys' access to sports coupled
with girls' lack of access, literally shaped our bodies and thus our belief that men were
naturally strong and athletic while women were naturally frail and in need of protection –
a belief that not-so-incidentally corresponded with the post-World War II pushing of
women out of the labor force and into the cult of motherhood and homemaking" (2).
These beliefs of women’s frailty and culture’s shaping of the body show up in women’s
running, as I outline in my argument.
Conversely, some works on women's running excuse the marginalization of
women runners, arguing that those in power (aka men) were simply trying to
"protect" women. For instance, in When Running Made History, Roger Robinson
glosses over women's history in the sport of running and minimizes their troubles. He
writes: "Sometimes they met resistance from officials, but mostly not" (110). He also
uses his own personal experience of what he "saw" women runners experience, and he
concluded that it was no big deal:
As far as I knew, there was no pressure yet from women to run the full
marathon distance, but I remember no exclusion. That problem seems to
have been in America. When Dale Greig showed up for the Isle of Wight
Marathon in 1964, she was allowed to run, but out of concern for her
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health (surely forgivable,) was made to start ahead of the men, with an
ambulance nearby. (110)
In this excerpt, he paternalistically argues that women were not excluded (which is
inaccurate), and that it was "forgivable" for women to be treated differently in the sport
because of concerns for their health. Additionally, even when women are "included" in
road racing events, inclusion does not equate to equality.
By arguing that marginalizing women is "forgivable" due to female health
concerns, Robinson is not acknowledging the traumatic history women have had with
men attempting to control their bodies under the guise of "protecting" their health. The
issue of women's reproductive rights is not in scope for this work, but I want to point out
the parallels between women's reproductive health issues and women's running, as the
rhetoric excusing the attempt to control a woman's body due to concerns for her
reproductive health are present in both.
Robinson’s argument demonstrates the importance of the perspectives of
feminist rhetorical scholarship to this study. In doing so, we can understand
rhetorical themes that have a deeper meaning than what is on the surface. For
instance, similar to my findings, feminist rhetorician Sarah Hallenbeck found that
"medicine and morality were intertwined" in relation to rhetorics on women
bicyclists (Claiming the Bicycle 143). She made this discovery by applying a
feminist materialist lens to the artifacts she explored. That same lens is productive
for my work to examine historical artifacts on running with a sporting, gender, and
rhetorical lens.
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The medical rhetoric of the late 1800s feigned concern about women's
reproductive health. The unscientific belief prevailed that “women were less
completely evolved than men, their physical and mental characteristics more
childlike than adult” and this development occurred because of the “demands of
maternity which diverted needed energy from mental and physical growth to the
reproductive process” (Vertinsky 179). As a result, it was believed that women could
not perform both physical and intellectual activities. Sport and gender scholar Susan
Cahn reminds us, “Critics believed that sport posed other dangers to the female body as
well, predicting both reproductive damage and the loss of sexual control” (21). In 1874,
Dr. Edward Clarke wrote a controversial book, Sex in Education, which contributed
to this myth. He claimed, "The system never does two things well at the same time.
The muscles and the brain cannot functionate in their best way at the same moment.
One cannot meditate a poem and drive a saw simultaneously, without dividing his
force" (40). He advises women not to engage in physical or intellectual activity while
ovulating, saying, "both muscular and brain labor must be reduced at the onset of
menstruation" (102). He went on to argue that women had a limited amount of energy
in comparison to men, and it needed to be carefully balanced as not to disrupt their
reproductive system. Unfortunately, Clarke's research spurred on a plethora of other
doctors proclaiming women's bodily inferiority.
Medical proclamations from doctors following Clarke built upon his research
to further connect reproductive health with the bodily motions associated with
running. For instance, in 1898, a Berlin doctor named Gerson wrote in the
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German Journal of Physical Education that "violent movements of the body can
cause a shift in the position and a loosening of the uterus as well as prolapse and
bleeding, with resulting sterility, thus defeating a woman's true purpose in life, i.e.,
the bringing forth of strong children" (qtd. in Schultz 151). 9 While this research was
proven to be manipulated to reinforce preconceived notions, the myth perpetuated itself
for years and resulted in many physical activities for women being thwarted. In A
Physicians Counsels to Women in Health and Disease, Dr. Taylor wrote:
We cannot too empathetically urge the importance of regarding these
monthly returns as periods of ill health, as days when the ordinary
occupations are to be suspended or modified…every woman should
look upon herself as an invalid once a month since the monthly flow
exaggerates any existing affection of the womb and readily rekindles
the expiring flames of disease. (qtd. in Vertinsky 17)
To combat this faulty medical rhetoric, women leveraged logos to persuade audiences
that their bodies were not frail.
World-famous pedestrienne, Bertha Von Hillern, attempted to thwart the
medial rhetoric by encouraging media coverage to focus on how her public acts of
athleticism countered the advice of doctors such as Gerson and Clark who said it was
impossible. In 1878, an article in The Washington Post reports on Von Hillern's 100mile walk: "At the finish, she was carried to her dressing room, where she was
examined by the doctors, and she was found to be in about the same condition as
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when she started, the only difference being a slight flush in her face" (qtd. in Shaulis
4). Another article published in January 1878 stated:
Mr. E.P. Weston, the renowned pedestrian, and Miss Bertha Von
Hillern, the remarkable German pedestrienne, fully exemplify what
can be accomplished and endured, without injury to the physio-vital
forces of the body by a strict and faithful observance of the natural
laws of health; that is to say, by rational and regular exercise in the
open air, moderation in eating and temperance in drinking, rest and
firmness of purpose, all of which are important and essential elements
in the preservation of health and prevention of disease. (qtd. in Shaulis
2)
Clearly, the language in this article tried to persuade readers that the medical rhetoric
on women's frailty and sports was incorrect. Von Hillern felt the need to prove her
health and vitality. Even though women were participating in the activities that
doctors said would ruin their bodies and they were not showing any ill effects,
women could not shake this false medical rhetoric that held them back.
Running officials often anchored to the faulty medical rhetoric on women's
frailty and reproductive health as an excuse to exclude women from running events
for years. The International Olympic Committee (IOC) denied allowing women to
participate in track and field events in the Olympic Games of 1920 and 1924, despite
strong pleas from pioneering woman athlete Alice Milliat (Leigh and Bonin 72). They
rejected this plea and only allowed "feminine" women's sports, such as tennis, ice
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skating, and swimming because they were seen as acceptable based on the false notion
that they would not damage a woman's fertility. According to the Olympic Games
Handbook from 1967, section 29, “Participation of Women,” “women are allowed to
compete in Archery, Athletics, Canoeing, Equestrian Sports, Fencing, Gymnastics,
Shooting, Figure and Speed Skating, Swimming, Volleyball, and Yachting and to
participate in the Fine Arts Program according to the Rules of the International
Federation concerned” (International Olympic Committee 22). On the other hand,
running and any other activities that involved "physical effort, like running, jumping and
climbing, might damage their reproductive organs and make them unattractive to men"
were believed to be medically unsafe (McCrone 9). Therefore, the IOC banned women's
running of more than 200 meters, claiming they did so to "protect" women.
One of the most telling events in history demonstrating a clear linkage between
inaccurate medical rhetorics and exclusion of women from running events is the debacle
from the 1928 Olympics.10 After Alice Milliat created the Women's Olympics, the IOC
suddenly expressed interested in adding women's running events to their roster in the
upcoming Olympics. In the negotiations, the IOC demanded that Milliat cease using the
name "Women's Olympics;" Milliat agreed, upon one condition—they must add a
women's 800-meter running event (English “Beyond”).11 The IOC “begrudgingly”
acquiesced and assumed full control over women's athletics (Young and Wamsley 148).
On August 2, 1928, nine women participated in the inaugural 800-meter women's race at
the Olympics in Amsterdam. Linda Radke crossed the finish line first—shortly thereafter,
the remaining eight women followed without incident (English “Beyond”). A bombshell
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dropped the next morning when falsified media reports published information that would
alter the sport of women's running for the next 32 years. Sportswriter William Shirer
dramatically noted that the fifth-place finisher Florence MacDonald required being
"worked over" after "falling onto the grass unconscious" at the end of the race (21).
Several other newspapers followed Shirer's lead and a media frenzy followed—
incorrectly reporting that five of the female runners collapsed (O'Reilly and Cahn 8).
Later reports proved that this was untrue, but it was too late—the damage was done
(Robinson, “Eleven”). One can see in the camera footage from the event that the women
did not collapse (zatopek5000 0:00-1:08); however, this “fake news” narrative
perpetuated myths about women’s physical frailty.
When the IOC banned women from running distances greater than 800 meters,
they did so under the façade of "protecting" women because they thought they knew what
was best. Following the erroneous news articles portraying women runners as weak, frail,
and on the verge of collapse, the IOC banned the women's 800-meter event for the next
32 years.12 The IOC resisted the event in the first place, so when they caught wind of the
falsified reports regarding the malaise of the women competitors, they were all too quick
to jump onto the faulty rhetoric and use it as leverage to cancel future events.13 The IOC
claimed to ban the event to "protect" women's health and frailty. However, I posit that the
board (made up entirely of men) hid behind the veil of medical excuses with an ulterior
motive of continuing to control women's bodies (Tomlinson).14 It is projected that this
event set women's running back 50 years (Kuscsik 863). This rhetoric surrounding the
banning of running events highlights the limiting beliefs about femininity and women's
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fragility. Overall, I argue that the rhetorics of protection are designed to conceal true
intentions, which is to control women's bodies and participation.
Protecting Male Power
In this section, I focus on the rhetorical theme of “protecting” male power by
reducing women to their sexuality. The rhetorics in the sport of running convey that
sexuality is a woman’s most valuable asset and must be protected. In what follows, I
argue that women runners are depicted as heterosexy (rather than athletes) in the
sport of running in an attempt to reduce women’s contributions to exist primarily as
a sexual object under the male gaze. In turn, this “protects” male power and reduces
the ability for women to transcend their role as an object for male pleasure. I prove
this argument by first examining the scholarship on how female athletes are
portrayed in the media. I then examine specific examples of media coverage of
female runners, such as Kathrine Switzer, to demonstrate how this manifests in
media coverage of women’s running. I then turn to explore how the sport of running,
as a whole, is framed to women runners, specifically by examining content in
Runner’s World magazine over the years. I argue that the media attempts to persuade
women that if they engage in the sport of running, they must look and act heterosexy
while in the act or participate for the purposes of improving their appearance. My
argument is centered on the fact that these rhetorics persist because of patriarchal
society’s desire to protect male power.
To fully understand the rhetorical theme of “protecting” male power, we must
first understand the scholarship surrounding media coverage on female athletes.
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Sport and gender scholars have found that media coverage of women runners is
sparse, but when women runners are covered, the rhetoric is often filled with gender
bias that focuses on women athletes' appearance. Sports scholars Cooky, Messner,
and Michela Musto write “the quantity of coverage of women’s sports news and
highlights shows remains dismally low” (261). In fact, while news coverage of
women’s sports peaked in 1999 with 8.4 percent coverage, it has steadily decreased
since that time, hovering at a “paltry 2% of total broadcast coverage,” demonstrating
that broadcast coverage is worsening rather than improving (267). Similarly, Bryan
Denham, Andrew Billings, and Kelby Halone conducted research on gender bias in
broadcast commentary and discovered that when female athletes are covered in the
media, the focus is primarily on ‘having a good personality’ and ‘what they look
like’” (313). Even when female athletes are covered in the news, “they are described as
‘pert’ and ‘pretty’ or in their domestic role as mother/wife” (Messner Out of Play 74).
This results in female athletes' successes being overridden by their sexual desirability or
domestic role. Given this research, it is clear that women athletes are subject to sexist
rhetorics. I apply the methodological approaches from these scholars in my specific
project to consider how running focuses on women's appearance as a way to reinforce
ideals of heterosexuality and expectations for women to be heterosexy, and in turn,
protect male power.
As I alluded to earlier, scholarship on women in sports has demonstrated that
the focus is on a woman’s appearance rather than her athletic ability. This same
rhetorical theme appears in women’s running. Consider the media coverage of the
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first “official” female Boston Marathoner. In a New York Times article from 1967, the
author (unnamed) seems puzzled by Kathrine Switzer's marathon performance given that
she was not only a woman but beautiful: "What is a girl, a former beauty contestant,
doing in a marathon?" (“Lady with Desire” 67). Essentially the message sent is that if a
woman is beautiful, she should not have to do anything else because beauty is her
primary purpose. If a woman was ugly or non-feminine, she may need to engage in sports
because she would have nothing else going for her—at least that is what is implied. In the
same year, William Gildea opened the article identifying Kathrine Switzer as a "former
beauty contestant and fashion model" (D4). Gildea concludes the article with an anecdote
that Switzer broke up with her last boyfriend because "he pleaded with her to give up
sports, fearing she would end up resembling Tamara Press, the ample Russian shot
putter." Switzer commented, "A girl can be in track and still look like a girl" (D4). To
"look like a girl" is presumably the hegemonic normative expectation of femininity with
a large chest, tiny waist, and dainty features. The connotation indicated that beauty is an
antonym to the female athlete. The rhetoric was clear—a woman could run as long as she
conformed to hegemonic expectations of femininity.
Building off of the messaging in the media focusing on a woman runner’s
looks, running magazines are often filled with heterosexist rhetorics that
communicate that women can run—if they are sexy. As a case in point, consider
Runner's World's first in-depth report on women's running in July 1981. Runner's
World seems to be proud that they were progressive enough to include women in
their magazine, considering they featured this cover in their "50 Years of RW
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Covers" as one of their favorites (Neitz). However, I raise concerns regarding the
sexist nature of this coverage. For instance, the cover featured the Landers sisters,
who were sexy blonde sisters who had appeared (together) in Playboy magazine. The
sisters posed seductively, staring into the camera with their long mascara-coated
eyelashes, winged eyeliner, and red lipstick, which would surely run down their face
in a sweaty stream of red and black if they were to go for a run. Their shoes were
slung over their shoulders, looking more like a cute accessory than an essential piece
of running gear. This heterosexy portrayal reminds me of the proclamation made by
sport and gender scholar Pat Griffin—female athletes are expected to act "heterosexy,"
meaning that they must display overt characteristics of heteronormative and sexual
behavior (251). The opening line of the article called the sisters hot and assured the
reader that no one would get these sexy sisters confused with those "other" (aka
boring and not sexy) advice-giving Landers sisters (of the Dear Abby column).
Absolutely nobody will ever get these Landers Sisters (Judy, 20, and
Audrey, 23) confused with those other Landers Sisters - the advice-giving
ones. These Landers Sisters are one of the hottest pairs of sisters to hit
Hollywood since the Gabor girls took the town by storm. The Landers star
in two separate television productions: Judy is in "B.J. and the Bear," and
Audrey is one of the unsavory characters in the colossal hit "Dallas."
(Neitz 18)
The nomenclature "hottest" combined with the sexy images and reference to Playboy
magazine form the narrative that women should conform to hegemonic expectations of
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femininity and act heterosexy. This, in turn, reinforces heteronormativity and
marginalizes women who do not identify as heterosexual.
Given that the Landers sisters were clearly not engaging in the sport of running in
the cover image, I am reminded of what Laurel Davis found in her study on the Sports
Illustrated swimsuit issue. Davis describes how during the photo shoot, the models were
told to “flirt with the camera,” and their body parts were highlighted to signify sexuality
(30). Clearly, in the case of the Landers sisters, the message was more about their
sexuality than their athleticism. This sexuality is portrayed under the male gaze that
signifies that women’s desirability is of the utmost importance. While Runner’s World
claims that the Landers sisters “brought some glamour to RW for its first-ever ‘In-Depth
Report’ on women’s running,” I argue that this coverage did not serve to advance women
in the sport (Neitz). I also do not believe that the coverage was designed with women
runners as the audience. Rather, similar to Davis’ argument surrounding the audience for
the Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue, I posit that Runner’s World used the images of the
Landers sisters to appeal to their heterosexual male reader. Davis says, “the swimsuit
issue texts beckon heterosexual male readers” (48). This depiction of women runners as
sexual beings was not an isolated incident in 1981.
I argue that the rhetorics depicting women runners under the male gaze fall within
the rhetorical theme of “protection” given that, while on the surface it may seem that the
message is simply that women should appear sexy, the rhetorical implications are deeper,
representing the male desire to “protect” women’s sexuality to keep them under the
power of patriarchal control. Davis writes: “The notions that women are vastly different
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from men, overly emotional, childlike, physically weak, dependent on men, and
connected to nature (rather than civilization) have been used to limit women’s power”
(28). Similar to Davis, I posit that women runners’ bodies are portrayed as highly
sexualized because this keeps women in subordinate positions. Consequently, I argue that
the desire for men to “protect” women’s heterosexuality is not to “protect” women—it is
designed to “protect” male power. Adhering to patriarchal society’s expectations to look
heterosexy under the “male gaze” requires resources of time, energy, and money. The
“male gaze” is a term coined by Laura Mulvey to describe the way women are portrayed
as objects in the media (132). When women spend copious amounts of energy focusing
on adherence to beauty standards, this reduces their resources available to “spend” on
efforts that can advance their power. As Kathleen Stewart wrote about power: “We do
things with power, and to it” (84). The protection of women’s heterosexuality is an
articulation of a “thing” men do with their power to reduce women’s access to it.
Protecting the “Integrity of the Sport”
In this section, I explore the rhetorical theme of protecting the “integrity of the
sport” of running through discriminatory transgender rhetorics—the debate regarding
transgender persons competing in running events in accordance with their gender
identity. I must point out that while this topic is relevant to all transgender persons, given
that world of sports is divided along male/female gender binary lines, I focus on
transgender women because they are subject to enhanced criticism for running in the
“female” category because they are seen as having an unfair advantage. In what follows, I
explore the rhetorical implications behind the new rules surrounding transgender women
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runners. I argue that these rhetorics are often cloaked under the guise of protecting the
“integrity of the sport,” but the implications are damaging for transgender women. I
argue that the results of these rhetorics marginalize transgender women, reinforce faulty
gender binaries, and limit women's contributions to the sport.
For the purposes of this study, I refer to approaches that examine gender identity,
gender construction, and gender-fluidity to understand the transgender experience. Judith
Butler's work on gender performativity is important as she addresses concerns regarding
gender identity, the multiplicity of genders, and transgender identities, stating that
"natural sex is produced and established prior to culture" (200). Butler builds upon work
by Michel Foucault, who helpful in theorizing how the body can be a contested site for
power relations. Foucault writes, "the exercise of power perpetually creates knowledge
and, conversely, knowledge constantly induces effects of power" (52). But for my
purposes, it is important to consider how bodies perform discursively and materially.
Foucault and Butler have been criticized for prioritizing the discursive over the
material. As such, I bring Elizabeth Grosz into the conversation, who argues that sexual
difference is material. Grosz argues that one must go beyond nature/culture binary,
stating: "Culture cannot be seen as the overcoming of nature, as its ground or mode of
mediation, the representational form that, through retrospection, produces the natural as
its precondition" (43). Iris Marion Young recognizes women as material and immaterial
constructs rather than a product of biology. Young states that a woman "often lives her
body as burden, which must be dragged and prodded along, and at the same time
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protected" (59). This observation is particularly relevant for transgender women, as they
do not have the privilege to exist in their bodies uninhibited.
I concede that as a cisgender female, I do not purport to understand the lived
experience of transgender individuals. And I must acknowledge that feminist scholars
have been criticized for falsely universalizing the experiences of white cisgender
women. However, I seek to do my best to analyze the gendered rhetorical history of
running and how this impacts transgender runners. Similar to Haraway, I apply the lens
that "gender is a fluid concept" (117). Given my focus on the running body, I specifically
look at how gender binaries impact transgender and gender-nonconforming individuals
and how this limiting belief excludes entire groups of people. I argue that the world of
running primarily ignores transgender and gender nonconforming runners and embraces
faulty beliefs of a "natural" male-female gender binary.
Running rhetorics often cloak their intentions under the guise of "protecting" the
integrity of the sport to promote rules and policies that exclude transgender women. For
instance, in November 2015, the International Olympic Committee (IOC) convened a
special meeting on sex reassignment and hyperandrogenism. In this meeting, they issued
new "Transgender Guidelines" for participating in Olympic running events (International
Olympic Academy).15 These guidelines outlined that those who transition from female to
male are able to compete in the male category without restriction, but those who
transition from male to female must meet several conditions, including a testosterone
level of below ten nmol/L for at least 12 months prior to her first competition and
throughout the entire competition. These controversial guidelines are used by most sports
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federations to draw up their transgender policies (Ingle “IOC”). This policy is
controversial not only because there is a great range in testosterone levels between men
and women who do not necessarily fall into the range indicated but also because this is
based on a faulty assumption that men will always outcompete women and that
testosterone gives runners a competitive edge (Grinberg). Therefore, the assertion that
transgender women will outperform women with lower testosterone levels is unproven.
While the new guidelines allowing transgender runners to participate in running
events appear inclusive, the language actually sets up transgender women runners for
more discrimination. A study in Sports Medicine argues “[t]here is no direct or consistent
research suggesting transgender female individuals (or male individuals) have an athletic
advantage at any stage of their transition (e.g., cross-sex hormones, gender-confirming
surgery)” (B. Jones 701). As a result, the policies excluding transgender individuals are
discriminatory. For non-competitive athletes, running events deploy a “don’t ask, don’t
tell” policy on gender identification, which is troublesome for transgender individuals.
The USA Track and Field (USATF) recognizes this in their statement regarding
transgender/transsexual policy:
Each year in the United States, tens of millions of Americans run in road
races, and millions compete in track and field. In most cases, entries for
these races are at the discretion of the runner entering, and race directors
rely upon the entrants to accurately provide their name, age, gender,
nationality, and other details. (“USATF Statement”)
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In 2018, The Boston Marathon officially announced that transgender women could
compete as women in the event (Binkley). Afterward, race directors for other World
Abbott Marathon Majors, a series consisting of six of the largest and most renowned
marathons in the world (“Abbott”), including Chicago, New York City, and London,
announced they would follow in Boston's footsteps.
The ruling allowing transgender women to run as women has garnered criticism,
usually under the guise of concern for protecting the integrity of the sport. I point to a
post on Christian Concern that says, “This ruling is an important milestone in protecting
sport for biological women at a time when its integrity is also being threatened from
another angle by transgender activism” (“Ruling”). The article goes on to claim,
“women’s sports have been under threat for some time due to transgender and intersex
activism undermining the biological definition of being female. Women and girls
competing against people who are not biologically female are at an unfair disadvantage,
as they cannot realistically ever win” (“Ruling"). As I pointed out earlier, this argument is
not based on fact. Research does not demonstrate that testosterone levels provide a
discrete advantage in the sport. Some critics of allowing transgender women to compete
as women argue that even if increased testosterone does not put runners at an athletic
advantage, transgender women still should not be able to compete as women. Consider
the article posted on The Heritage Foundation titled “Males Don’t Belong in Women’s
Sports—Even If They Don’t Always Win.” The writers claim, “Fair competition in
women’s sports remains under attack as male athletes continue to join and compete on
women’s teams and against women” (Jones and Helper). These articles exude cisgender
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privilege and completely ignore the lived reality of transgender individuals. These
rhetorics discriminate against aspiring transgender athletes and reflect contemporary
transphobia.
While the official running rules have seemingly become more inclusive of all
genders and sexualities, the lived reality is still reflective of transphobia. Following the
official IOC announcement, a barrage of articles incorrectly reported that Stevie Romer,
Amelia Gapin, and Erin Taylor were the first three transgender women to run the Boston
Marathon (Binkley; Derek; Burns; Langone). After Gapin called out these news stories
for erroneously declaring it was the first time that openly transgender women have run
the Boston Marathon, the authors added a disclaimer stating that these transgender
women were the "first known to have openly qualified as females and accepted into
Boston under the female qualification standards" (Derek). However, this false rhetoric
proved the point that the lived reality of transgender individuals running in recreational
running events is one of continued marginalization and exclusion. Gapin made a public
statement that "we keep living this hell of false firsts over and over because cisgender
people continue to get off on a voyeurism of trans lives" (“Pre-Boston Media”). One can
see how these rules resulted in greater marginalization.
Unfortunately, visibility and media attention for transgender women runners acts
as a double-edged sword, both encouraging inclusion and backlash. On the one hand,
with increased visibility, many in the transgender community feel that they too can
participate as an openly transgender person. On the other hand, for every positive story
about inclusion, there are negative articles, derogatory comments, and online transphobic
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hate. As a case in point, consider the article "Transgender Runners Can Race Boston
Marathon Under Identified Gender," which amassed 1.4K comments on Facebook. The
comments section of this post included a wide range of responses, the majority of which
were hateful and uneducated:
This is unfair. There are real biological differences between men and
women. Identify however you want but compete with your biological
equals. (Frank)
Can it be? I just read the 1st prizes for male female boston (sic) marathon
races are 150,000.00 each. Men who invade womens (sic) races are golddigging cheaters. (Craft)
What kind of BS is that? There are only two genders, and you don't get to
choose. Your DNA doesn't change. (Horner)
Defenders of transgender rights countered these responses, calling attention to the real
lived experience of women runners:
I would be interested to know how many of the *outraged* commenters
on this thread know what it takes to a) qualify for Boston b) win. No one
is going to cheat or steal a race here- they are simply being allowed to
compete as who they are. (Stoner)
As well they should be able to. I don't think biological sex differences in
athletic ability between men & women are significant enough to outweigh
the importance of allowing people the right to self-identify on gender.
(Childs)
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The overarching message behind these comments is that most individuals are oblivious to
the lived experience of transgender runners.
The transphobic rhetorics under the guise of “protecting” the integrity of the sport
are capable of perpetuating and maintaining the patriarchy. The rhetorical theme of
protecting the integrity of the sport women is reminiscent of the faux "concern" men had
for women's health that persisted until the mid-twentieth century. The patriarchy used the
guise of concern for women's health as a facade for perpetuating exclusion in the same
way this concern for "fairness" has excluded transgender individuals. Through this
exploration, one can see the lived reality for transgender individuals. While official
rhetorics in the mass media may lead us to believe that the field of sports is inclusive, the
reality is that transgender individuals are still marginalized in the sport.
Along the same rhetorical theme as "fairness" and "protection," consider how
male race officials moved the bar for women runners while also reinforcing gender
binaries and sexual differences. Whereas the International Association of Athletics
Federation (IAAF) claims they passed a controversial rule dictating that women's
road racing records only count in "women's only" events because they want a "fair"
level playing field for competition, their actions suggest that their practices are correlated
more strongly with "protecting" cisgender women and excluding transgender runners. As
a case in point, the IAAF only revised the rules for women runners—male runners can
continue to make world records at general population races. Additionally, the change
was completely unnecessary because a pacer holds little significance in a race,
especially for the recreational runner.16 To counter the accepted belief that the IAAF
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changed the rules for fairness and equality, I argue that IAAF was interested in
fairness and equity, then they would have revised rules for all runners.17 The new
rule reinforces gender binaries and further excludes transgender, non-binary, and
gender-fluid runners. In this manner, the rhetorics serve as a tool for race officials to
attempt to convince people that their rules are designed to "protect" cisgender
women.
Where we stand today is that while official rhetorics seemingly promote the
inclusion of transgender individuals, they actually are exclusionary as displayed through
arbitrary rules and lack of acknowledgment of genders outside the binaries of male and
female. While the Boston Marathon race form includes men, women, and non-binary
options in their gender category, the catch is that when runners pick up their registration
packets, they must show a government-issued ID to get their bib number. The Boston
Athletic Association (BAA) confirmed, "We do compare the ID with the person's
qualification-associated gender description" (Diao). These rules place nonbinary runners
in a compromising position where they have to pick one of two options that do not
apply—this results in nonbinary runners feeling like they do not belong. With an eye
toward the future, in Chapter 5, I explore how considerations such as virtual running,
mobile, and locative media will affect the gendered rhetoric of running, specifically as it
relates to the inclusion of LGBTQ+ and BIPOC runners.
Running for Others: Rhetorics of Altruism
Whereas the rhetorical trope of protection focuses on keeping women out of
the world of running to "protect" their morality, frailty, fertility, and sexuality—the
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rhetorics of altruism pivot to why women should run. Running rhetoric has been
gendered because of the undertone that communicates women should run for
altruistic reasons, such as to obtain or keep a husband, serve as a positive role model
for their children, or raise money for charity—but rarely for self-fulfillment. This
contributes to the gendering rhetorics of running, as the pervasive narrative argues it
is acceptable for women to run as long as they are serving someone outside of
themselves. In what follows, I outline the three primary ways that running has been
gendered through self-sacrificing rhetoric. First, I explore how running to raise
money for one's family or charity has been primarily geared towards women since
the sixteenth century. Second, I outline how gendered rhetorics communicate that it
is acceptable for women to run—if they are doing so to attract or keep a man.
Finally, I go into detail about how gendered rhetoric, motherhood, and running
intersect. I conclude with my interpretation of how these rhetorics entwine to
contribute to the lived experience of the female runner.
Running for Men
The gendered rhetoric of women's running sends the message that it is
acceptable for women to run as long as they do so to capture a husband or improve their
role as a mother or a wife. I argue that this rhetoric is heterosexist, assuming a
heterosexual relationship and one in which women should not dare assert
independence, as her partner (male) should be dominant. The message conveys that
women can run, but they should do so for a greater cause, like improving their
relationships. In what follows, I discuss the scholarship on leisure and gender, which
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situates the point where I enter the conversation. I then provide several examples,
including news coverage, cartoons, and language, that demonstrate how women were
encouraged to run for their romantic relationships. I then move to the women's
running boom of the 1970s to provide examples of how women were continually told
they should run to attract male attention.
Many leisure studies scholars argue that women experience unique pressure to
choose leisure activities that accommodate their family, children, husband, or
romantic relationships. Shaun Best writes, "Unmarried, young heterosexual women are
under great pressure to accommodate romantic relationships" (7). This explains why we
see rhetoric that women should only be "allowed" to run if made them a better wife
or mother. For my work, sport and gender scholarship needs leisure studies because
historically, there has been a lack of attention given to the recreational athlete. The
majority of the studies I read on sport and gender discussed the issues and concerns of the
professional athlete—both from the challenges they encounter to the consequences they
face.
What I bring to this scholarship is a bridge between rhetoric, gender, sport, and
leisure studies. As a case in point to the importance of bridging these areas, consider
how both sports and gender scholar Susan Cahn and feminist rhetorician Debra
Hawhee argue that women have had a complicated history with leisure and sport, and
not all women have been afforded the same opportunities. Cahn writes of how
women engaged in leisure activities as an entry into the arena of sports. Although
these leisure activities were usually reserved for wealthy, upper-class women, as
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“similar opportunities didn’t exist for working-class girls and women, whose long
workday usually precluded leisure activities” (17). Hawhee writes, "In the nineteenth
century, working-class girls and women were unable to participate in leisure activities as
they didn't have the luxury of ‘free time’” (22). This concept of free time bleeds into
concepts of leisure today as women experience unique challenges in their leisure
activities as they have to negotiate with family members over time and space constraints.
I explore what leisure can contribute to the conversation on rhetoric, sport, and gender
through an investigation of how the gendered rhetorics on running convey the message
that women can participate in the sport if they are self-sacrificing.
The rhetorical theme connecting a woman's marital status with athletics has
been present since ancient times. In Greek Mythology, Atalanta challenged her
suitors to a race to win her hand in marriage. During the first Olympics in 776 BC,
married women were not permitted in the stadium, but unmarried maidens and prostitutes
were allowed to attend, as it was thought that the Olympics were a good place for young
women to meet their future husbands and lovers. According to Edward Sears, “Maids
who wish to be wives, cannot do better than run for the smock, as it will afford ample
opportunity to demonstrate their strength and pliability when called into action” (45).
However, this chapter starts with the smock races of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and
eighteenth centuries, as that is the point in time in which rhetorical themes began to
influence the future of running as we know it today.
Smock races conveyed the message that it was acceptable for a woman to
run—as long she was running to attract or keep a husband or lover. These games
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were quite popular, and “[t]he notion that young men and women competed in the
annual local games, festivals, and wakes to attract the attention of the opposite sex
was put forward by White Kennett in 1695” (Radford 51). In a juxtaposition of
previous sporting events, in which men participated, and women watched on the
sidelines, the smock races offered an opportunity for women to run while men were the
spectators. The goal of the race was to finish first and win a "smock," many of which
actually resembled sexy lingerie rather than a traditional conservative smock-frock:
A sporting magazine at the time wrote, "Maids who wish to be wives, cannot do
better than run for the smock, as it will afford ample opportunity to demonstrate their
strength and pliability when called into action" (qtd. in Goulstone 13). The rhetorics
surrounding smock races clearly communicated that women should run with an
important goal in mind—not winning the smock but winning a husband.
To understand the rhetorical messaging behind the smock races, I call attention to
two opposing views. On the one hand, several historians (Shaulis; Sears; Radford; von
Mallinckrodt) contend that smock races were an empowering activity allowing women to
participate in the sport of running while raising money for their families. Financial
command is certainly an important factor in the road to empowerment. On the other hand,
oftentimes the smock races seemed to be designed with men in mind, portraying women
as sexual objects under the male gaze. One reason I believe this was the stated purpose of
the event is this article from Mist's Journal on October 23, 1755:
Vast numbers of the lower class of Gentry attended on that Occasion,
expecting that they [two young damsels] would have run in puris
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naturalibus [i.e., naked]; but that was over-ruled, and they were clad in
white Waistcoats and Drawers, but without Shoes or Stockings. (qtd. in
Guttmann 72)
As seen in this quote, women were encouraged to run in the event completely naked. This
could lead to women being sexually objectified.
By analyzing the artwork of the time period, I provide further evidence that
smock races may have served as a forum to sexualize women rather than providing them
with an opportunity to demonstrate athleticism. These paintings, A Smock Race at
Tottenham Court Fair” by J. Pitts (1738) and Rural Sports, Smock Racing by Thomas
Rowlandson (1811), both portray a rowdy environment (see figures 2.1 and 2.2). One
woman lay prone on the ground with her skirt up around her thigh and right breast
hanging out of her dress. The women runners’ breasts spill out of their dresses, and
their sleeves are pushed up around their elbows. A common practice was for men to
give the female victors a ride on their shoulders at the conclusion of the race. Given
that the women wore no undergarments, this victory lap may have been more for
male pleasure than a celebration of the female runner’s athletic achievements
(Shaulis). The male onlookers' faces are flushed red and appear to be ogling and heckling
the women. I want to point out that I am analyzing only two paintings from what is likely
to represent only a tiny fraction of the many events held during these years. Therefore,
my analysis may not represent all smock races. I tend to believe, based on this artwork,
that the smock races were more of a leisure activity than an athletic event and it appears
that the purpose was not one of athleticism but of sex appeal.
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Figure 2.1: A Smock Race at Tottenham
Court Fair by J. Pitts (1738) (Pitts)

Figure 2.2: Rural Sports, Smock Racing
by Thomas Rowlandson (1811)
(Rowlandson)

As we move from the smock races, I trace the same rhetorical line of the
expectation for women to run for men by exploring the heterosexist news coverage of
Bobbi Gibb and Katherine Switzer in the 1967 Boston Marathon. One article called
Switzer "the well-built Mata Hari of running that any American boy would lunge
for" (qtd. in Switzer 113). I call attention to the word boy; the article makes
heteronormative assumptions of sexuality. The Boston Globe ran a two-page feature
on Gibb with the headline, "Girl Finishes Marathon." The author calls Gibb a "23-yearold-petite blonde" and a "pretty Tufts grad" who, after jumping out of her hiding spot in
the bushes, "took off in pursuit of the men" (Brown 2). This line suggests that Gibb was
participating in this event to "pursue" men and "catch" a mate. Another article about
Switzer and fellow runner Marty Newell inspired a headline that read "Where the
Girls Are—Lynchburg College Style: Two pretty coeds begin what may be the
beginning of a new Hornet track era” (qtd. in Switzer 403). Through these examples,
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it is clear that the majority of the media rhetoric on Gibb and Switzer focused on
their heterosexual appeal and even went as far as to indicate that they ran to attract
male attention. It is almost as if the media could not fathom a woman running for
anyone outside of herself.
In addition to assuming single women ran to attract boyfriends, media
coverage of women runners reinforced the rhetorical trope of the good mother and
housewife. The May 2, 1966, issue of Sports Illustrated blasted the headline "A Game
Girl in a Man's Game: Boston was unprepared for the shapely blonde housewife who
came out of the bushes to crush male egos and steal the show from the Japanese" (G.
Brown 21). For the article, a photographer came to Gibb's house and made her put on a
polka dot dress and make fudge in the kitchen to prove she could demonstrate her
domestic side and match the image for the headline that would run the next day: “Hub
Bride First Gal to Run Marathon!” (qtd. in Gibb 284). This reinforced the rhetorical trope
of a housewife whose primary goal was to serve and feed her husband.
In a kairotic moment, as women's running rose in popularity in the 1970s, the
rhetorics aimed at women runners shifted to communicate that independent women
runners would have a hard time maintaining a relationship. As a case in point, in 1973,
Kathrine Switzer and Nina Kuscik divorced their husbands; subsequently, the press
went wild with correlating the independence of women runners and marriage (or lack
thereof) (Eskenazi). Gerald Eskenazi's article, "2 Women Marathoners Abandon
Marital Route," published in New York Times, indicated that the competition of
running created a competition within the marriage, thereby leading to the divorce. In
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1981, a New York Times article, "Enduring the Marathon Marriage," warned women
runners, "Divorce occurs more frequently when she runs, and he doesn't than in the
reverse situation. As running wives assert their independence, nonrunning husbands
may feel threatened" (Dullea 72). These articles demonstrate that the common
viewpoint was that women runners would have poor relationships, and imminent
divorce loomed because men would be unable to cope with their wives’ newfound
autonomy.
The rhetoric in the mainstream media evolved in the 1980s, conceding that
women could run—as long as her husband also held the same hobby. Along the same
lines of the rhetorics defining the parameters for circumstances in which it is
acceptable for women to run, women were now encouraged to run to improve their
romantic relationships. In 1988, Marc Bloom wrote in the New York Times that many
couples got divorced before women could run because men spent their free time
running. However, now that women could run, they could run with their husbands
and improve their relationships.
Women were also encouraged to use running to foster a romantic encounter
with their husbands. Even doctors hopped on board with the recommendation. Dr.
Glick stated, "One of the best ways to ease marital tension is to run together as one
part of a warm and embracing experience. Run slowly and in pleasant surroundings,
and after the run, shower together, massage one another's tight muscles and have a
healthy meal" (qtd in Bloom C8). This narrative reinforces heteronormative ideals in
which women are subordinate, participating in activities that please their men. The
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Times also warned women runners to make sure to choose a partner who was also a
runner because "[t]he man who does not run often feels threatened by his mate's
emerging independence" (Bloom C8). Accompanying this article was a cartoon that
showed a husband, decked out in running gear, heading out the door for a run and his
wife lying prone on the floor grasping onto his ankle, begging him not to go (see
figure 2.3). Women were encouraged to visit running clubs to meet men who enjoyed the
hobby of running. This is exemplified in a New York Times article advising that,
"Single women who join the running club to meet men should have a clear track
because men outnumber women three to one and because the average male member
is a ‘prime catch’” (Dullea 72). As seen in this antiquated advice, women runners were
told that they should run to catch a man and keep a man—but the messaging was rarely
focused on the benefits for her—which I argue is a result of messaging that tells women
that they are selfish if they do things for themselves.

Figure 2.3: As Women Run More, Relationships Run Better (Bloom C8)
As I discussed in the introduction, women runners often face a double bind, as
they are both encouraged and discouraged to run for men, depending upon the
circumstances. As I outlined earlier, women are told that they should run to catch a
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man, but only if he is also a runner. She should run for her husband, but only if he
does not mind her independence. Or in the example of the popular women's running
book, Run for Your Life: A Book for Beginning Women Runners—a married woman can
run, but not with another man. Deborah Reber says:
Woman should be careful about when and with whom she runs! A wife
who runs only with one male companion can get herself in a lot of hot
water with her non-running husband. The wife should determine if
running exclusively with a male companion is worth the risk of alienating
her husband and having him turn against the sport of running. (7)
Women runners face a double bind and garner criticism regardless of their decision
of if, when, where, and with whom to run.
Running for Kids
The gendered rhetoric of running extols that women can run—as long as it
does not impede their motherly duties. Dating back to the Heraean Games of 776 BC,
more women from Sparta participated because the Spartans believed that mothers who
were tough and strong would produce good Spartan soldiers (Swaddling). While women
in ancient Greece were rarely allowed to participate in sports, an exception was made if
the physical activity made her a better mother. This trend has played out over time as
women have been expected to run for or with their kids. In women's running, a
disproportionate emphasis leans on heterosexual familial ideals, especially women's roles
as mothers, daughters, and wives. In this section, I first explore the scholarship on the
rhetorics of motherhood to lay the groundwork for the scholarly conversation I will be
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entering. I then examine rhetorical tropes of motherhood in running, including the
frequently heralded but unattainable goal that women should "have it all," the rhetorics of
#momguilt, and how spaces are gendered through the omission of considering women's
needs.
In the scholarly conversation on motherhood and rhetorics, there is a shared
understanding that mothers often face a double bind of both benefitting from leveraging
maternal ethos and suffering the consequences of reductionism to their reproductive
capabilities. Feminist rhetorician Lindal Buchanan observes in Rhetorics of Motherhood
that "mothers can use maternal rhetoric to gain credibility with audiences through
"maternal ethos" (xv). Perhaps that is why much of the coverage on female athletes focus
on their role as a wife and mothers. Creedon says that often, "Women are portrayed as
mothers and wives in sports media coverage" (12). Whereas sport and gender scholars
typically focus on how the media places great emphasis on women’s roles as wives and
mothers above their athletic abilities, I further this conversation by tying the rhetorical
trope of motherhood to concepts of altruism. I argue that women runners are not only
portrayed as a reproductive body that runs and happens to have kids, but she is positioned
altruistically as running for her kids. I examine the feelings of shame and guilt associated
with these rhetorical tropes and how this affects not only the professional athlete but also
the everyday mother runner. I enter this conversation at the intersection of feminist
rhetorics, sport, and motherhood to provide linkages that have not yet been explored. I
specifically explore the rhetorical tropes of motherhood and how these manifest in the
world of running.
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The rhetorical trope that mothers should strive to "have it all" plays out in the
gendered rhetorics of running. One does not need to look far for examples of rhetoric
that touts women should strive to "have it all" and balance motherhood, their career,
and leisure activities. Consider the article "How These Olympic Moms Get It All
Done" by Becky Wade, for example. Wade interviewed three female Olympic track
athletes and focused entirely on how they balanced motherhood and running. The title of
the article reinforces the gendered rhetoric that if a mother pursues any interest outside of
her family, she must strive to "have it all," a balancing act that is nearly impossible.
Wade teases readers that they will get the "inside scoop on how they manage to make
26.2-mile magic happen, even when family life is hectic" (Wade). The inside scoop tells
readers that they should lean on their support system, involve their kids, get in the work
while they can, and focus on the positives. The author breathlessly promises “one of the
greatest gifts mothers can give their children is to show them that they can pursue big
goals with courage and tenacity" (Wade). This messaging reinforces the trope that
mother runners prioritize their role of a wife and mother, and if they run, they should
do it to benefit their children.
The primary thread in rhetorics aimed at mother runners is that motherhood
should be her top priority, and if she gives precedence to any other facet of her life, she
should feel guilty. Creedon posits that at times "Women athletes were part of the
problem" in regard to contributing to the public perception that women are mothers first,
athletes last (214). She uses the example of Olympic shot-putter Olga Connolly who
insisted on being called a "mother of four" (214). I discovered a similar theme in the
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sport of running—consider the words of elite runner Sara Hall: "Nothing you do in
running is worth sacrificing your relationship with your kids over" (Qtd. in Wade) and
Olympic champion marathoner Joan Benoit Samuelson who says that her biggest
challenge has not been her quest for gold, rather her quest for "combining family and
career" (xii). She goes on to say that "having my children has been an even greater
highlight than my athletic career" (Samuelson xii). This message bolsters the directive
that women are mothers first, even in their running. Their primary purpose as a runner is
to be a role model for their children—competing is secondary. Whereas Creedon argues
that women are part of the problem, I contend that mother runners are leveraging their
ethos to gain acceptance in a sport that historically excludes them. I implore scholars not
to criticize the rhetorical practices of women who are oppressed within the patriarchal
structure of sport. Rather, we should examine the systems that create this oppression.
Within this patriarchal system of sports, women, especially mothers, are given the
message that they should feel guilty for spending time on themselves. This rhetorical
theme is evident in Chapter 4, which explores women’s running events. The gendered
rhetorics of running continue to reinforce that a women’s role is a mother first. As a case
in point, long-distance runner and influencer Stephanie Bruce took to Instagram to speak
about how she takes her kids with her on the road, but for those times she cannot take
them, she says, "I hope my boys remember mom was leaving so often for a reason. That I
wasn't just going on vacations but living out my dreams, racing" (Bruce). Bruce ended
the post with two hashtags, #momguilt and #workingmom. This message reinforces that
mothers should not be away from their children if they are "just going on vacations," but
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they are allowed to be away from home if they are living their dreams and acting as
positive role models. Additionally, the hashtags #momguilt and #workingmom perpetuate
the stereotype that mothers who work outside the home should feel guilty for not being
with their children during working hours.
Another way that rhetoric on mother runners is tinged with messaging of guilt and
shame is through implying that mothers are selfish and irresponsible for spending time on
themselves away from their children. These themes also tie into the rhetorics of emotion
through guilt and shame, which I also discuss in Chapter 4. Many books for women
runners focus on how women need to negotiate space and boundaries with their families
to allow themselves time for this physical activity. For instance, a popular running book,
Hot Sweaty Mama by Laurie Kocanda and Kara Thom, reinforces the message that
women should feel guilty for running: “Taking time to work out can be the most
personally satisfying (selfish?) option. Although this can be more costly (irresponsible?)
due to the need to pay for childcare, this becomes ‘free’ (guilty?) time without children”
(22). Notice the words "selfish," "irresponsible," and "guilty," all of which reinforce
feelings of shame and guilt. Even though this author is calling attention to these feelings
in parentheticals, representing the opposition, by including this information, she is
indicating that mothers should feel these emotions when taking time for themselves to
exercise. The rhetoric in this work, and many others, reinforces that mothers should not
only feel guilt and shame for running, but they should feel guilty about any
accommodations they make to prioritize their fitness.
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However, this same pressure to prioritize fatherhood and theme of guilt does not
apply to the rhetoric surrounding father runners. Interviews with male Olympic athletes
do not focus on their role as a father or husband—rather, they are centered on the male as
an athlete. For instance, consider the interview with Meb Keflezighi in the Wall Street
Journal titled "Running Man." Bari Weiss interviews Keflezighi and discusses his
performance and athleticism. His role as a father and husband is not discussed. Another
example of the omission of dad guilt in running vernacular is through a review of social
media hashtags. A review of Instagram revealed that the hashtags #momguilt is used
much more frequently (149,798 posts) than #dadguilt (994).18 When the hashtag
#dadguilt is used, it is typically in conjunction with #momguilt or is a complaint that dads
never feel guilty about being away from their kids.
The irony about the rhetoric of #momguilt is that mothers are often the
primary caretakers of their children. Research shows that mothers spend 14 hours a
week on childcare compared to 8 hours for fathers (Livingston and Parker). While
fathers are much more involved now than they were 50 years ago, spending triple the
amount of time they provided in 1965, a vast divide remains between the
comparative work effort of mothers and fathers. To add insult to injury, mothers are
not only spending more time on childcare, but they are also spending more time in
the workforce. In 2016, mothers spent an average of 25 hours a week on paid work,
up from nine hours in 1965, and they spend 33 percent more time on childcare
(Geiger et al.).19 Even with this grueling schedule of balancing work with
motherhood that clearly shows that women are spending more time on childcare than
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ever, women are made to feel guilty about spending time away from their children for
any activity that involves self-care.
While the rhetoric of running reinforces that mothers should feel guilty when
away from their children, the sport is not friendly to parents, and this messaging is
wildly out of touch with reality. Many articles, such as the one authored by Wade,
encourage women to take their children with them on a run, but this is not an option
in many running situations. Running with a young child was nearly impossible until
the jogging stroller was invented in the 1980s. Phil Baechler invented the first
jogging stroller after he attempted to take his son, Travis, out on a run but was
thwarted by the poor handling and rough ride of the strollers available at the time.
The jogging stroller was an instant hit due to the 1980s jogging boom and the unique
design that was very different than the other slimmer, four-wheeled strollers at the
time (Baechler). While the jogging stroller did open the door for many mothers to
run, it is not the panacea to balancing running and motherhood, in part due to the
high costs of these performance strollers.
Another reason why jogging strollers do not offer the best solution for mother
runners is increasing animosity in the running community against "Stroller Moms." Many
online forums bash mothers who run with strollers—one example being this thread in
Let's Run titled "Babyjoggers should be outlawed in ALL races." Comments include:
Runnerbaby asked, “Can't the mommies just run with the baby tied to their
backs?"
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Ravencourt fumed “Baby Strollers have absolutely no place in a race! I
was in one this summer in which your typical ‘Stroller Mom’ knocked
down another participant. The runner was celebrating his 88 birthday (sic)
by running and at a 7:30 pace! Well, the Stroller Mom came up behind
him, knocked him down, hitting the ground hard enough to break his leg.
The majority of runners who where (sic) in the area at the time all stopped
to help this inspiring runner. Over 20 people stopped and helped him up
and to the ambulance. As a result, you can imagine our times. The race
director let us rerun the course with the chips to get a time in. What got us
all was that the Stroller mom knew what she did, did not stop, or even
look back! Add to this that most of the runners showed an interest in
helping…except the 15 other stroller moms who did not give care at all.
Nice roll (sic) modeling for the kid. While I hate to generalize, I have to
admit I have never seen a responsible stroller mom yet. Most view their
kid as a battling ram or an excuse not to use basic decorum. I am sorry, but
stroller moms are either the shallowest people who looking for attention or
the perfect poster child for pro-choice!” (“Babyjoggers”)
I call attention to the usage of the derogatory linguistic expression for mothers, "Stroller
Mom." This term is used with disdain and reduces the woman runner to solely her role as
a mother. The author also indicates that these women are not as deserving to be in the
space of the race because she is a mother.
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Overall, the rhetorics aimed at mother runners communicate that mothers should
act selflessly and prioritize their children over their leisure activities. This messaging is
pervasive with feelings of guilt and shame. Just as in several other areas, women face a
double bind—they are expected to put their children first but then criticized when they
leverage their maternal ethos. Women also face a double bind because a utopian picture
is painted of mothers running with their children, yet they are admonished from races,
and there are no safe alternatives to childcare. Whereas some sport and gender scholars
argue that women are partially to blame for perpetuating this rhetoric, I contend that it is
the patriarchal system of sports, not individual women, that are at fault.
“I Don’t Know How She Does It”: The Myth of Having It All
As I have attempted to illustrate in this chapter, the rhetorics of running are an
integral component to understanding the gendered nature of women's running—both past
and present. As I explored the archives to piece together the history of recreational
running, it has become clear that reading the works through the lens of gender gives a
voice to a compelling story that has not yet been told. The first key takeaway from this
chapter is that women runners often face a double bind in which nothing they ever do
is good enough. I expected to find parallels between women rhetors and women
runners in relation to the double bind. However, one interesting differentiation exists
that I did not expect, which is a tremendous rhetorical focus on women “having it
all” and facing a double bind in which they receive criticism for both adhering to and
bucking societal expectations. Harking back to my opening story of running my first
marathon and hosting a Girl Scout event the same day, one may argue that this was a
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self-imposed problem. Afterall, why did I schedule a marathon for the same day as a
Girl Scout event? Why did I feel the need to lead my daughter’s Girl Scout Troop
while also working full-time and pursuing my own personal goals? While I certainly
do not intend to shift the blame to our broader patriarchal society and absolve myself
of responsibility, I argue that there are unrealistic expectations placed on women,
primarily through rhetorics that articulate that women should and can “have it all.”
As I demonstrated in this chapter, the pervasive running rhetorics contributes to an
arbitrary set of rules and expectations that women can run “if”…If they are doing so to
improve their ability to be a good wife or mother…If they are feminine or sexy…If they
are running for altruistic reasons….This message of “if” conveys that women can only
pursue running as a recreational activity if they continue to prioritize their role as a wife
and mother. Women are told that they should act altruistically and run, not for
themselves, but to improve the lives of their loved ones and communities. In part, this
messaging contributed to my own attempt to “do it all.”
The second key takeaway in this chapter is that women are held to arbitrary
standards of morality. I anticipated uncovering rhetorics relating to a history of women
runners being admonished for their body size. However, I did not expect much of this
messaging to point back to the theme of morality. As I demonstrated through a
rhetorical analysis of historic Runner’s World content, the majority of messaging to
women about their bodies, adherence to running for fitness, and diet centered on
morality. At the same time, women runners have been judged and criticized for their
moral standards, given that physical activity was seen as immoral. For instance,

100

consider the example I provided of Von Hillern and other women pedestriennes who
were judged and criticized for bucking Victorian moral standards because running
was seen as immoral. Walking the tightrope of proving morality through a specific
set of arbitrary standards has proven to be a unique challenge for women.
As I conclude this chapter, I want to end on a note of hope. I acknowledge
that this chapter has not painted a utopian history of women's running—far from it. I
certainly did not set out to write about doom and gloom in the sport and point out all
of the missteps. However, as I said at the forefront, I allowed the materials to speak
to me rather than force-fitting any preconceived notions. What resulted was a history
full of sprints forward and staggers back. Women have made progress, but this
tumultuous history has been complicated, as women have been ignored, excluded, and
marginalized in the sport of running. As women fought for inclusion in the sport, they
faced heckling, sexualization, false rhetoric on their health, and attempts to be quite
literally knocked off course. As they wrestled with being taken seriously, they had to
carefully balance their image between proving their morality and femininity with
overcoming the medical rhetoric that deemed them too delicate to run.
We must understand where we have been to appreciate where we are today and
look forward to the future. And looking to the future is what my next chapters will do—
exploring the current state of gendered rhetorics in coed and women's running events and
the role mobile and locative media play in the new world of virtual running events. These
next chapters explore exciting discoveries in the rhetorics of these running events. And as
the evidence demonstrates, many parallel rhetorical themes have evolved over time and
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show up in fascinating new ways. For instance, a theme we saw in this chapter that
continues to reappear is the rhetorical theme of leveraging pathos to appeal to women’s
emotions. Similar to my exploration, in this chapter, of the rhetorics of emotions related
to women feeling the need to “do it all.” Chapter 3 examines the rhetorics of emotion
through feelings of guilt, shame, and pride. In Chapter 4, the thread of rhetorics of
emotion continue as women’s running events, as institutional rhetorics convey the
message that women should run for their children to portray a positive role model. As I
explore virtual rhetorics Chapter 5, it becomes evident that running social networking
sites are gendered through the different motivations for use between men and women.
Women primarily use these applications to connect with other runners on an emotional
level for support and camaraderie.
I call attention to an important point made in this chapter that sets the stage for
Chapter 3. As I discussed in this chapter, The Boston Marathon has long served as a
locale for gender controversy. In 1967, The Boston Marathon was at the center of a
media frenzy when race director Jock Semple knocked Kathrine Switzer off course when
he discovered a female had the audacity to run in "his" race (Switzer 88). At the time, the
Boston Marathon nor the AAU had any guidelines on gender. In Chapter 3, I discuss how
now, 50 years later, we face similar issues relating to transgender women in sports.
Recent rulings regarding transgender women’s participation in sporting events have
further muddied the water, and Boston has served as the hotbed for this debate.
Understanding the role of the Boston Marathon with rhetorics, gender, and running is
essential for contextualizing the gendered controversies that follow.
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8

In Politics, Aristotle stated that women were “utterly useless and caused more

confusion than the enemy” (13).
9

Many other medical doctors (Shadwell; Maudsley; Wallich) corroborated

Clarke’s research and were influential in the medical debate on women’s right to
education and physical activity (Strange).
10

Held August 2, 1928.

11

The name “Women’s Olympics’ was changed to International Ladies Games

12

A newspaper article in the Los Angeles Times titled “World Saved for

Feminism as Federation Decides to Retain Women’s Olympics” from August 7, 1928,
stated that by a vote of fourteen to eight (10). The International Amateur Athletic
Federation voted to reject a full list of ten events asked by the Women’s International
Sports Federation (Robinson When Running Made History).
13

The IOC banned the women’s 800-meter running event in their annual meeting

in 1929 (English “Not a Very Edifying” 188).
14

At this time, and up until 1981, the IOC board was made up of men

(Tomlinson).
15

Guidelines language: Those who transition from female to male are eligible to

compete in the male category without restriction. Those who transition from male to
female are eligible to compete in the female category under the following conditions: The
athlete has declared that her gender identity is female. The declaration cannot be
changed, for sporting purposes, for a minimum of four years. The athlete must
demonstrate that her total testosterone level in serum has been below 10 nmol/L for at
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least 12 months prior to her first competition (with the requirement for any longer period
to be based on a confidential case-by-case evaluation, considering whether or not 12
months is a sufficient length of time to minimize any advantage in women’s
competition).The athlete's total testosterone level in serum must remain below 10 nmol/L
throughout the period of desired eligibility to compete in the female category.
Compliance with these conditions may be monitored by testing. In the event of noncompliance, the athlete’s eligibility for female competition will be suspended for 12
months.
16

There are often multiple pacers, as if the pacer could maintain the pace for

the entire length of the race, they could set the world record themselves. As such,
elite runners are usually surrounded by a team of pacers that trade off positioning.
Whether this pacer is male, or female should have no bearing on the results.
17

A study by Whipp and Ward discovered that women could outpace men in a

marathon event by the year 2020. Many research studies point to the fact that women
are better built for endurance than men (Vickers and Vertosick; Deaner, Carter and
Joyner). This research was largely dismissed for years—that was until in 2011
Kenyan Mary Keitany set the half marathon world record (1:05:50) with a male
pacesetter. Suddenly, many, including the IAAF, took notice. Shortly after Keitany’s
record finish, the IAFF created this new rule. As such, these guidelines served men’s
interests, not women’s.
18

A review of Instagram on April 4, 2021, using the search criteria “#momguilt”

and “#dadguilt”.
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19

According to the Pew Research Center analysis. Mothers provided 10 hours a

week on childcare in 1965 compared to 14 hours a week on childcare in 2016.
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CHAPTER THREE
SPACE AND EMOTION: A FEMINIST RHEOTRICAL ANALYSIS OF
COED RUNNING EVENTS
As the sun rises over the city of Chicago, I stand in Grant Park, known as
Chicago’s “front yard,” with 40,000 other runners attempting to cover 26.2 miles through
29 different neighborhoods that patch together the culture, history, and beauty of the city.
The date is October 12, 2019—months before the international pandemic that changed all
of our lives. As the icy wind slices through the air, we huddle together like Emperor
penguins to ward off the chill. And just like Emperor penguins, we inch forward to the
start line in waves. As I look around, I cannot help but notice that the entire city had been
redesigned with the marathon in mind. Every year for one October weekend, the city of
Chicago completely transforms their urban city design, which speaks through elements
added (banners, decorations, and welcome signs) and removed (traffic, street closures).
Ambient rhetorics surround all of us runners, stimulating all of our senses. As we
run through Little Italy, the smell of pizza fills the air. I can imagine a chef inside the
pizza shop spinning the dough high in the air, flour sprinkling down like snow. The chef
expertly catches the round disc and lays it on the pizza stone. He dips a ladle into a big
pot of tomato sauce and swirls it on the crust, then picks up a handful of mozzarella and
sprinkles it generously. He grabs the wooden pizza peel off the wall and shoves the
concoction into an old brick pizza oven used for generations. The residents spill out of
their homes and hang off the balconies playing music and waving flags. They are sharing
the narrative of their memories and experiences. Paul Ricoeur states, “Places are points

106

where something happens, where something comes to be” (37). The Chicago Marathon is
the place where each runner becomes a marathoner. As we cross the finish line in Grant
Park, we raise our hands in the air for our photo and stumble over the finish line to have
our medals placed around our necks. We are transformed by the city, people, and the run.
My story is both unique and a shared experience with the thousands of other runners who
embarked upon the 26.2 journey on the streets of Chicago that day. And while this story
is reflective of the Chicago Marathon—the themes and sentiments are also common
across many coed running events.
In this chapter, I explore the institutional and vernacular rhetorics in the following
coed running events: The Chicago Marathon (October 2019), Boston Marathon (April
2019), New York Marathon (October 2019), and London Marathon (April 2019). I chose
these events due to their popularity, size, significance, the ratio of male-to-female
runners, and the fact that I have run the Chicago Marathon four years consecutively.
First, the city of Chicago has been hosting the Chicago Marathon (52 percent men)
annually since 1978—welcoming 45,000 runners and 1.7 million spectators each year
(Bank of America Chicago Marathon “Race Results”; “Media Info & Fast Facts”). This
race also uses a lottery system for selecting runners, as compared to the Boston
Marathon, which has a stringent set of qualifying times one must achieve for admission,
making this a popular and accessible race. Secondly, the Boston Marathon (55 percent
men) is infamously an extremely difficult race to get into—even if one can meet the
qualifying time for their age group, each year, thousands of qualifiers are turned away
due to more applicants than space on the field (“Statistics”). The Boston Marathon is the
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longest-running marathon in the United States—held annually since 1897—and is the site
for the first official female marathon finisher in the United States (Switzer).1 The New
York Marathon (58 percent men) is the largest marathon in the world, celebrating its 50th
anniversary in 2020 (Bakoulis). Lastly, I chose the London Marathon (58 percent men)
because it is the “most popular marathon on the planet,” and it set a new world record for
a third successive year with 457,861 applicants (Middlebrook; “World Record”). The
London Marathon is also known for being the largest annual single-day fundraising event
in the world. Through the analysis of these events, my primary research questions are:
How are coed running events gendered? And how do the rhetorics surrounding these
events contribute to that gendering?
As scholars have demonstrated, women athletes face the challenge of carefully
balancing femininity with athleticism (Krane, Cahn). Sport and gender scholar Vicki
Krane argues that women athletes perceived as too feminine are sexualized and
trivialized. In a seemingly contradictory act, women athletes who do conform to
hegemonic ideals of femininity receive special privileges, such as greater endorsements
and media coverage. Still, when they do not, the consequences “include sexist and
heterosexist discrimination” (115). This discrimination in sports is reflective of our
broader culture, as the institution of sports not only “reflects” but “amplifies” everything
about masculinity that is true in larger gender order” (48). Many sport and gender
scholars assume that sports perpetuate male dominance and female inferiority (Cahn;
Creedon; Davis; Krane). Sports historian Susan Cahn agrees, writing: “Sport remains a
key cultural location for male dominance, a site where traditional patriarchal values are

108

upheld and transformed in response to broader society” (278). Pamela Creedon argues
that “sport is an expression of the sociocultural system in which it occurs” and “serves as
a metaphor for gender values in American culture” (3, 5). This relationship between sport
and gender enables a broader connection to societal values and clarifies issues relating to
privilege and violence.
With a few notable exceptions, this body of work has largely focused on women
in professional sports, such as basketball, tennis, and track and field (Cahn, Fuller,
Cooky). For the most part the scholarship focuses on rhetorical forces in institutional
spaces, such as the “media,” including magazine articles, news articles, and televised
coverage and the effect on the professional athlete. For instance, Laurel Davis examined
heterosexual femininity through linguistic idealizations of the body Sports Illustrated
swimsuit issue. One of the few studies on the effect of rhetorics in women’s running
specifically focused on the women’s running column in Runner’s World magazine. Marie
Hardin and Julie A. Dodd argue that “Even when they are included, female athletes are
typically subject to linguistic sexism” (qtd. in Fuller 110). Linguistic sexism is
“Language used to reinforce male values in sport, and to subject females (and female
values) to derision” (Fuller 110). Hardin and Dodd found that when Runner’s World
attempted to address women runners, they reiterated themes of “shame in self,” familial
relationships (specifically that of a mother/daughter), and weight loss. These rhetorical
themes are all similar to what I discovered in the study of coed running events, as
demonstrated in what follows.
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In this chapter, I argue that coed running events offer a unique lived experience
for women runners through the amalgamation of physical and hybrid spaces—creating a
gendered narrative that evokes emotions of guilt, shame, and pride. I argue that the story
coed running events tells is a complicated one. While institutional rhetorics are often
gendered through emotive expressions of shame and guilt, these rhetorics are often
inclusive by saying all the “right things.” This is demonstrated through rhetorics, such as
official policies on transgender women runners. I argue that while inclusive, the intention
is not altruistic, rather, these policies are dictated by corporate sponsors with public
images to maintain. Conversely, vernacular rhetorics also convey a tangled web of
messages—at times there are messages of empowerment and at other times women face
undue harassment and violence.
To make this argument, I first explore the rhetorics of physical and digital spaces.
To that end, I examine the gendered narrative of the city through an exploration of urban
design, architecture, and hybrid space. In what follows, I demonstrate that given the
emphasis that coed running events put on location, the gendered narrative of the city
becomes interwoven with the narrative of the event itself. As such, concepts such as city
design, architecture, safety, and safe access to restrooms become important components
of the rhetorics in these events. I seek to understand the similarities and differences
among institutional and vernacular rhetorics in these coed running events and the
implications of those rhetorics on gender. All of the coed running events in this study
emphasize location as a notable characteristic of their event and are rhetorically
significant. I then turn to affective rhetorics to reveal how the discursive and material
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messaging in coed running events engage women’s emotions of shame, guilt, and pride.
In this section, notably, rhetorical themes shaping the gendered history of women’s
running, as I outlined in chapter two, reveal themselves. Throughout this chapter, I
reiterate how these gendered rhetorics not only appear in coed running events but how
these themes compare and contrast with women’s events, which follows in Chapter 4.
Methods and Theoretical Framework
This chapter leverages a theoretical framework approach to inform concepts of
both gendered narratives in space and affective rhetorics. Bridging concepts of
geography, gender, and rhetorics allow us to understand the intersection of issues
pertaining to women in coed running events. I begin with the larger conversation on
feminism, space, and place. Feminist geographer Doreen Massey—arguably one of the
most influential scholars on space and place—argues that there is a “connection of space
and place with gender and the construction of gender relations” (Space, Place, and
Gender 2). As it relates to my work, this point is pivotal because the intersection of
gender, space, and place is the cornerstone of this chapter. Feminist rhetorician Jessica
Enoch builds upon the theoretical contributions of Massey and defines spatial rhetorics as
“those discursive, embodied, displayed, emotive, pictorial, and material means that
transform a space into a place” (Refiguring 9). The space of coed running events is
comprised of all of these components, making spatial rhetorics an excellent lens for
which to view the gendered space.
I apply Thomas Rickert’s theory of ambient rhetorics and attunement to analyze
coed running events through a lens of the holistic experience with sights, smells, and
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sounds. These ambient rhetorics are enfolded in the environment. Rickert states that
ambient rhetorics “no longer sees rhetoric as a direct extension of human will or human
meaning-making” (254). I bring Paul Ricoeur’s emplotment into the conversation—
intreccio—a plait. Ricoeur says, “This plait, this plot does not only allow us to bring
together events, but also aspects of the action, and, in particular, ways of producing it,
with causes, reasons to act, and also chance occurrence” (35). Coed running events are
formed with emplotment as the narratives of the neighborhood and the architectural
history weave and interact with the experience of the running event itself.
As I mentioned in the introduction, I leverage a theoretical framework that
analyzes institutional and vernacular rhetorics, specifically Liz Barr’s “embodied
vernacularity.” In applying this theoretical framework, I cast a wide net across artifacts
that would convey the rhetorical themes at these events—both from an institutional and
vernacular perspective. From an institutional rhetoric perspective, I examined official
race websites, event rule books, events guides, race statistics, and news articles. I also
dug deeper and examined the materials in these races—porta-potties, race maps, and aid
stations—all of which spoke the untold story. For example, I researched which porta
potty company the Chicago Marathon used for their 2019 race (Service Sanitation), and I
analyzed the design features of the specific porta potties used. This method allowed me to
discover the lack of menstrual products and disposal systems. I reviewed each race map
in detail and then visited Google Maps to visualize the course online. I also researched
the surrounding architecture, businesses, and neighborhoods. To provide a specific
example, I direct attention to the gendered narrative architecture section of this chapter. I
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analyze the gendered rhetorical themes related to the male-dominated architecture city
design. To better understand the rhetorics of these events, I examined the races’ charity
partners. I visited the charity websites to analyze the imagery, text, and messaging to
persuade runners to donate to their charity. I also inquired about running for charity and
the minimum fundraising requirements with Girls on the Run for the Boston Marathon.
I also analyzed vernacular rhetorics, including personal accounts, social media
posts, and blogs from women runners. I demonstrate the affective rhetoric of pride
through acts, including Kiran Gandhi’s radical act of free bleeding during the London
Marathon. Gandhi leveraged embodied vernacularity to speak out against the dominant
narrative of shame surrounding menstruation. As seen in this chapter, I interweave my
own personal experience running the Chicago Marathon, which provided an on-theground view that I would not have otherwise obtained. For instance, smelling the aroma
of freshly baked pizza mixed with Biofreeze, hearing the clang of cowbells, witnessing
the tears streaming down the faces of women—who were told this was a goal out of
reach—as they crossed the finish line were all priceless materials of inspiration for
understanding the true gendered lived experience of these races.
Rhetorical Acts of Physical and Digital Spaces: The City Speaks
This section argues that institutional and vernacular rhetorics in coed running
events place greater importance on race location than women’s events. In what follows, I
first establish that coed running events focus more on location than rhetorical tropes. I
argue that the rhetorical significance of race location results in a gendered narrative. I
demonstrate this gendered narrative through the exploration of the gendered narratives of
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urban design, in which gender becomes interwoven into the fabric of the city. The cities
in which coed events are hosted are designed with men in mind. Thereby this sentiment
flows into the gendered experience. After discussing the gendered narrative of urban
design, I turn to ambient rhetorics. By examining ambient rhetoric, I analyze how
elements, such as sights, smells, sounds, and the atmosphere intermingle with women’s
lived experiences, create a gendered narrative. I end with an exploration of the rhetorical
themes of hybrid spaces and violence. Overall, I argue that coed running events have
uniquely gendered rhetorics that affect women’s lived experiences at these race events.
Gendered Narratives of Urban Design
In this section, I examine how the city design in coed running events conveys a
gendered narrative. First, I establish that coed running events focus more on location than
women’s running events. I then turn to explore scholarship on space and place. I move
into my examination of the materials to demonstrate the rhetorical nature of the urban
design. I explore how urban design is gendered through the rhetorical themes of the
neighborhoods. I then analyze the role of gendered architecture, both along the
racecourse and on the race medal, as well as promoting inclusion within the LGBTQ+
community. I end by scrutinizing how the coed running events are gendered both with
what is added and taken away. Leveraging concepts of “built space,” I analyze how race
components, such as race marshals, road closures, and aid stations, change the gendered
narrative. Overall, I argue the rhetorical nature of coed running events is comingled with
the fabric of the city, resulting in a uniquely gendered experience for women.
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In this study, I examine the Chicago Marathon, Boston Marathon, New York
Marathon, and the London Marathon. Notice how all of these events use the location of
the race as the primary rhetorical theme in the race names. This practice is in direct
contrast to the women’s running events I explore in Chapter 4, as those event names—
Walt Disney World Princess Half Marathon, Divas Half Marathon, and Women’s USA
Half Marathon—include gender marking or the use of female archetypes, “princess” and
“divas” respectively. Given the importance of location in coed running events—more of
an emphasis than women’s events—the narrative of both the city and the race are
intermingled. To provide a concrete example, aside from the fact that all of the coed
events in this study are focused on location, consider that 100 percent of the top 13
marathons in the world have the city’s location in the race name.2 In reviewing a separate
ranking of “The 12 Best Half Marathons in the World 2021,” only two races did not
include the race location in the name (one of which was the Disney Princess Half
Marathon). The only coed event in the ranking that did not primarily use the city’s
location as the theme of the race was The Rock ‘N’ Roll Las Vegas Half Marathon (the
location is in the name, but the main focus is Rock ‘N’ Roll).
Now that I have established that coed running events focus more on location than
rhetorical tropes, I shift to discuss how bridging scholarship on geography and gender
allows us to understand the intersection of the entanglement of issues pertaining to
women in physical and space. To understand the enmeshment of these topics, it is first
important to understand the definitions of space and place. Massey posits that space is
“constructed out of the multiplicity of social relations across all spatial scales” (Space,
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Place, and Gender 4). In this section, I apply Enoch’s argument that “all spaces hold
some kind of rhetorical charge” (Domestic 9). That is why I choose to use the word
“space” to describe the area of the running events rather than “place.” Space is a place
infused with narrative identity. Ricoeur developed a highly influential account of
narrative identity connecting memory and narrative:
Memory was brought to both language and works by means of narrative,
by the act of putting things into narrative. The transition from memory to
narrative is necessary for that sense: to recollect, in a private way as in a
public way, is to declare that ‘I was there.’ The witness says: ‘I was there.’
And this declarative nature of memory fits in with accounts, testimonies
but also with a narrative through which I say to others what I have
experienced. (31)
What Ricoeur is describing is how narrative identity is built through our memories and a
community; furthermore, he argues that a narrative is more than simply a story.
Official race materials for coed running events leverage location as a rhetorical
strategy to persuade runners to choose their event. Researchers found that location was
the primary factor a runner considers when signing up for a race (Murphey and Woojin).
For example, in the Chicago Marathon, one of the most prominent features of the race,
featured in institutional rhetorics, is that the race winds through 29 unique
neighborhoods. According to the Chicago Marathon website:
Once a year, visitors from all over the world get the chance to not just see
Chicago but experience it like never before. Over the 26.2 miles covered
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by the Bank of America Chicago Marathon, people of all ages and
ethnicities traverse the city’s streets, passing through 29 unique
neighborhoods that together create a tapestry of Chicago’s rich culture,
history, and beauty. (Bank of America Chicago Marathon)
The neighborhoods tell a story, articulating the rich culture of the city. Each
neighborhood is as diverse as the residents, experiences, and runners.
The urban design of Chicago greatly influences the gendered experience of the
marathon. Author of Urban Design Jon Lang wrote that “a city’s physical character is
defined by the nature of its streets, squares and other open spaces in terms of how they
are shaped by enclosing elements” (22). The way a city is defined through these elements
is a core component of my argument. Urban design scholars Marichela Sepe and Michael
Pitt argue that “places” and “design in an urban context” as well as “human interaction
with the environment” creates the “art of making places for people” (215). I chose to
explore urban design more broadly than only architecture or urban planning because the
urban design is about the “spaces between buildings: streets, parks, bus stops,” which is
my primary focus (Sepe and Pitt 217). Conversely, the focus of architecture is on
individual buildings, and urban planning focuses on entire neighborhoods, districts, and
cities (Lang). I want to address a countering point that could arise, specifically asserting
that a city’s urban planning should be applicable to all races, not just coed events. After
all, do not women’s events also move through cities built by men? This is a fair point,
and I certainly do not posit that this phenomenon solely occurs in coed running events.
Rather, the gendered rhetorical themes of urban planning are more pronounced in coed
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events due to the emphasis on location. Yes, women’s races are also held in cities
designed by men, but the city is not interwoven into the fabric of the event like they are
for these coed running events. Coed running events are often destination races—meaning
the race is held in a city as part of an overall vacation experience. I discuss women’s
running events further in Chapter 4, but to preview an aspect of my argument, the Divas
Half Marathon is held in multiple cities across the U.S., but the race experience is
centered on the practice of running in a tutu and tiara and ogling shirtless firemen, not
engaging in the city’s environment.
I also argue that women are hyperaware of the space their bodies occupy. As
such, this affects their gendered experience of running in coed running events. Author of
The Body in Pain, Elaine Scarry, writes, “though his ability to project words and sounds
out into his environment, a human being inhabits, humanizes, and makes his own a space
much larger than that occupied by his body alone” (49). In this manner, it is not only the
“body” that takes up space, but it is the entire mind and body synthesis that allows
women to influence their surroundings through their corporeality. Scarry goes on to say,
“The body provides us with a perspective: the body is ‘here’ as a point from which we
begin, and from which the world unfolds, as being both more and less over there. The
‘here’ of the body does not simply refer to the body, but to ‘where’ the body dwells”
(49). Adding to this conversation on women’s bodies and space, I turn to Iris Marion
Young, who explores women’s relationship with their bodies in sport. Young writes: “For
many women, as they move in sport, space surrounds us in imagination that we are not
free to move beyond; the space available to our movement is a constricted space” (34).
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Young goes on to explain, “Feminine existence lives space as enclosed or confining, as
having a dual structure, and the woman experiences herself as positioned in space” (40).
Young and Scarry are essentially making the same argument, which is that because
women are conditioned to be hyper-aware of their bodies, the way they perceive taking
up space varies greatly from men.
To draw parallels between Scarry and Young’s arguments to my own work, I
posit that when women run, they are almost too aware of the space their body occupies.
This corporeal space affects how women perceive the space of the city and running
events. Women are socialized to shrink themselves, in both body size and their words.
When running in their own neighborhoods, cities, or trail outside of a running event,
runners typically are relegated to narrow sidewalks. They must negotiate space with nonrunners. Consider the study conducted by Simon Cook, et al. that found that recreational
runners' experiences “can be shaped by their ongoing need to develop tactics capable of
enabling them to negotiate space with non-joggers” (744). This study found that most
runners felt the responsibility resided in their court for avoiding pedestrians. They often
held this view because runners are in the minority, and they felt they should yield to the
majority. While their study did not use gender as a factor in understanding their findings,
I draw parallels from this study to the work of Scarry and Young, and my findings that I
discuss later in this chapter on urban design, architecture, and violence to posit that
women experience the space of coed running events differently than men. I now shift to
discuss how the urban design of the city and gendered architecture play a role in the
urban design of the city. The majority of U.S. cities are built by men, and in turn, the city
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is built with men in mind.3 To illustrate this fact, only 16 percent of registered architects
are women, who have improved from only 1 percent in 1958 (“Women in Architecture”).
Given that the city’s architecture is so closely aligned with the coed running events
themselves, one can see that the urban design has a significant impact on runners. The
Chicago Marathon interweaves the narrative of architecture and urban design with the
racecourse, both through the racecourse and medal.
For instance, the 2019 Chicago Marathon medal was emblazoned with the
Chicago Board of Trade (CBOT) Building. CBOT has a gendered history: their trading
floor contains a number of “pits” filled with traders shouting and using hand signals to
buy or sell commodities. On an average date at the CBOT, the bond pit alone trades $50
to $50 billion (Gotter). This trading floor is known to be a historically masculine place. It
was not until 1972 that the first woman, Joyce Selander, worked on the trading floor at
CBOT. While Selander broke ground in the 1970s, the number of women floor traders at
the CBOT is still very small—under five percent (“Chicago Board of Trade”). When
asked about women entering working on the trading floor at CBOT, Nancy Binoin,
CBOT's manager of member services, said, "You have to be a very forthright person,
kind of a man's woman" (Gotter). Of course, women runners are not on the trading floor
of CBOT during the race, but the building symbolizes the gendered history of exclusion.
By making this building the center post of the 2019 Chicago Marathon, both by having
runners pass it on the course and featuring it on the medal, a gendered rhetorical
messaging conveys the historic male privileges that the building represents. While I
certainly do not think that the Chicago Marathon meant to convey this message, nor do I
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think every woman runner thought about this rhetorical meaning during the run, the
implicit message still exists. These symbols of architecture hold a different meaning for
women runners—resulting in the gendering of the city, which is exuded from every facet
of its design.
The Chicago Marathon builds urban design and shared experiences between
runners and members of the community. One way in which the race achieves that is
through the design of the racecourse that brings runners through culturally diverse
neighborhoods (Bank of America Chicago Marathon). These neighborhoods speak
through “spatial rhetorics,” which Enoch defines as “the material elements that create the
space, as well as the pictorial, embodied, displayed, emotive, and discursive
understandings that define what space is and what it should be” (Domestic 6). Runner’s
stories, just like the neighborhoods they take place in, are interwoven with our gender,
space, and personal history to form a gendered narrative. This is similar to what Ricoeur
calls the “plait of emplotment,” which is the assembly of a series of historical events into
a narrative with a plot (31). Runners carry out “emplotment” as they draw disparate past
events into a meaningful whole by establishing casual and meaningful connections
between them. To illustrate this point, consider that in the Chicago Marathon, runners run
through Bronzeville, a neighborhood rich with Black culture and heritage (Chicago
Marathon Course Map). Bronzeville brought forth the first Black author to win the
Pulitzer Prize—Gwendolyn Brooks. While running past the Gwendolyn Brooks Park,
former residence, and bronze statue, women runners may revel in the pride of Brooks’
achievements while bringing forward their own experiences, background, and memories
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(“Gwendolyn Brooks”). Ricoeur states, “every biography takes place in a life space,” and
this is certainly true for these coed running events (34). I argue that a woman’s biography
forms her life space in these running events. Even though every runner is running past the
same monument, their embodied experience differs based on their personal background.
The institutional rhetorics of coed running events also promote inclusivity by
celebrating runners who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer (LGBTQ+),
and those who are allies. For instance, runners navigate through Boystown, the oldest
officially recognized gay neighborhood in the United States and one of the country’s
most inclusive LGBTQ+ communities (“Boystown”). The Chicago Sun Times reports
that in 1997, then-Mayor Richard Daley officially recognized the neighborhood as a gay
village, the first such designation in the country (Washington). The urban design of this
neighborhood fosters inclusion. During the race, Frontrunners, Chicago’s LGBTQ+
running club, has three stages with live music, displaying a huge banner promoting their
mission (“The Chicago Experience”). These are instances in which the institutional
rhetorics meet embodied vernacularity, and both the official race materials and
participants join to rally behind the same message—one of inclusion.
I want to recognize that simply including a nationally known gay neighborhood
on the racecourse is not reason enough alone to claim that the Chicago Marathon is
inclusive. In fact, one could argue that it is voyeuristic. For instance, Jason Orne, author
of Boystown: Sex and Community in Chicago, interviews a Boystown resident who
laments that the PRIDE parade has “become like this petting zoo where they come and
look and gawk at the gays, and it’s not as much just the gay neighborhood as it is where
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people go to see the gay people” (Orne and Stuckey 23). I acknowledge this sentiment,
and while I believe the Chicago Marathon has demonstrated inclusivity through its
partnership with Frontrunners, there could also be a voyeuristic capitalization of gay
culture at play, and I do not seek to detract from that lived experience.
Ambient Rhetorics
As I shift to discuss the ambient rhetorics of coed running events, I build onto
Thomas Rickert’s theory of ambient rhetorics, which holds that ambiance combines
materiality with music, sounds, haptics, and space to reveal how the world is composed.
Due to the nature of how the running experience melds with the fabric of the city,
running events have a unique soundtrack. This soundtrack is the drumbeat of the city—
acting as the vernacular voice of the city. In what follows, I argue that the ambient
rhetorics in coed running events are gendered. First, I provide an overview of the
scholarship that I am joining to contribute to the scholarly conversation. Secondly, I
argue that ambient rhetorics are gendered because of the unique relationship women have
with hypervigilance and awareness of their surroundings. In my third point, I explore
how ambient rhetorics work not only through the environment affecting the runner but
also the runner affecting their environment. I end with a discussion of embodied
vernacularity and how women’s corporeality contributes to the affective nature of gender.
Overall, I argue that the ambient rhetorics of coed running events contribute to the
gendered experience.
The gendered embodied experiences during coed running events are affected by
ambient rhetorics. Rickert describes ambiance as an arrangement of feeling, mood,
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intuition, and decision-making and states, “Rhetoric is ambient in that it brings into its
work elements beyond the human, and these elements always stand in complex relations,
an ‘as a whole’ whose individuated elements are partially present in their relations and
partially withdrawn” (220). This brings us to attunement, which is the entanglement of
ambiance with the person. Rickert explains, “Attunement is not additive,” meaning a
person cannot be “tacked on to the environment” (8). His argument sketches out how
attunement is dynamic and an enfolding of factors. As such, ambiance affects how bodies
adapt to movement and sensation in the environment.
The conversation between movement and ambient rhetorics considers pathos,
attunement, and movement. In Being Moved, Daniel M. Gross writes, “What we share
with things of all sorts is body-in-movement, a movement characterized by pathos” (13).
Rickert adds to this statement, explaining, “We can extend these insights by considering
affectability is lived in the attunements that illuminate our being-together-in-the-world.
The world, as both matter and meaning, is inseparable from how we are and what we do.
Affectability, or being moved, is essential to all” (8). What both Gross and Rickert are
portraying is the enmeshment between living, meaning, and matter. I extend attunement
to the experience of running in a coed running event, as the entanglement of sounds,
smells, feeling in the air, and sights of the city all contribute to the attunement of the run.
But we must ask, how does gender affect ambient rhetorics? And how does this manifest
in coed running events?
To fully understand how gendered bodies interact with ambiance, I pull Kathleen
Stewart, author of Ordinary Affects, into the conversation. Stewart writes that “Ordinary
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affects are the varied, surging capacities to affect and to be affect that give everyday life
the quality of continual motion of relations, scenes, contingencies, and emergencies” (12). Through snippets and fragments of stories, the zest of life reveals itself in ordinary
way. Similarly, I bring together the ambient rhetorics of coed running events with
gendered narratives through snippets and fragments. For instance, During The New York
Marathon, a cacophony of cowbells, music from one of the 130 live bands along the
course, DJs, portable stereos, and raucous house parties ring through the air (Nycgo). The
sounds form a musical narrative that conveys meaning to participants. The pitches,
durations, and silences coalesce to provide a symbolic representation of the lived
experience of the race. These sounds do not sit alone without being connected to
gendered bodies.
Connecting ambient rhetorics with the body is essential to understanding the
gendered lived experience. To make this argument, I draw attention to Stewart’s passage
about the body: “The body knows itself as states of vitality, immersion, isolation,
exhaustion, and renewal. It can be alert to the smell of something too sweet or rancid in
the air or to a movement too quick, a gesture that’s a little off” (113). This hypervigilance
reminds me of my own constant state of increased alertness. Hypervigilance is when one
is “extremely sensitive to your surroundings” and “it can make you feel like you're alert
to any hidden dangers, whether from other people or the environment (Gotter).
Hypervigilance is a symptom of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), of which
women are diagnosed with this disorder twice as often as men. When people enter a state
of hypervigilance, they “become reactive and disorganized; [their] filters stop working—
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sounds and lights bother [them], unwanted images from the past intrude on [their] minds,
and [they] panic or fly into rages (van der Kolk 297). For many women, when they run,
they are in a state of hypervigilance due to the need to protect themselves from
harassment and violence.
As a case in point for this hypervigilance among women runners, as I discuss in
more detail later in this chapter, women are encouraged to run without headphones so
that they can listen to their surroundings. As a result, women are conditioned to take in
more of the ambient rhetorics around them during these running events. I must
acknowledge that ambient rhetorics also exist in women’s running events, and I certainly
do not purport that the gendered nature of ambient rhetorics is solely a byproduct of coed
running events. However, I suggest that because of the nature of coed running events—
meaning the presence of more men, running through urban spaces, and the increased
number of spectators and participants—the ambiance carries different gendered meanings
than a women’s running event.
As I mentioned earlier, ambient rhetorics work not only through the environment
affecting the runner but the runner affecting the environment. From a phenomenological
perspective, our bodies are not separate from the world. Elizabeth Grosz writes that a
“phenomenological reflection on the body reveals that I am not a subject separates from
the world or from others, a mind somehow cut off from matter and space” (86). Material
feminists Diana Coole and Samantha Frost join this conversation, writing that
“Phenomenological approaches seek to move beyond mind-body dualism and explore
the paradoxes and ambiguities of human experience as embodied subjectivity” (259).
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Joining this conversation, I posit that women runners imprint upon the environment
when they run. Ambient rhetorics in coed running events formed through embodied
vernacularity can be extremely powerful.
For example, at mile 20 in the Chicago Marathon, runners enter Pilsen, Chicago’s
largest Latino community (Bank of America Chicago Marathon). Latin music
reverberates through the air, and residents come out in full force to support the runners,
banging pots and pans on their balconies (“Pilsen”). The delicious aroma of fresh cooked
tamales wafts through the air. But it is not just the neighborhoods that contribute to the
ambient rhetorics. The runners themselves add to the environment as well. As a case in
point, runners of all genders, races, and body types can serve as an inspiration for
those watching. I posit that if one sees someone with whom they can identify, it
opens the doors for inclusion.
As a case in point, as I mentioned in Chapter 2, only men were allowed to run
the Boston Marathon until 1972. After Kathrine Switzer and Bobbi Gibb became the
first women to run a marathon, they inspired other women to join the sport.
Participation of women in running has grown exponentially, partially due to
embodied vernacularity, specifically the way gender has imprinted upon the
environment. All of these elements work together to form the ambient rhetorics of the
event. I am reminded of what Karen Barad calls “enfold matter” and “creating swirl”
within clam aquaculture (180). Similar to how the entangled materialities of mud, clams,
and water are embodied together, the materialities of coed running events, including the
runners, music, sounds, and smells, enfold to create the gendered experience.
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The vernacularity of these ambient rhetorics holds a dual aspect of agency, in
which the runner affects their surroundings, and the surroundings affect the runner. The
embodied vernacularity of these elements—meaning the ambient rhetorics form a
gendered environment comprised of both runners and spectators. And while the ambient
rhetorics have agency—the intention of the agent is inconsequential. Rickert argues that
the intent of the speaker is “causally irrelevant” to the effects produced in the audience. I
extend this to the ambient rhetorics in coed running events as the “intent” of the cowbells,
Garmin watches, and freshly cooked tamales are irrelevant. The meaning that the agent
attempts to convey does not matter—it is the interpretation of those sounds intertwined
with the runner’s lived experience that forms the gendered narrative. Ambient rhetorics
do not set forth with intentional gendered messaging. Rather, ambient rhetorics are
gendered through the embodied experience of running the event.
Hybrid Space and Violent Vernacularity
Whereas the previous section discussed the physical space, I now shift to explore
hybrid space in coed running events. Hybrid space is defined as “mobile spaces, created
by the constant movement of users who carry portable devices continuously connected to
the Internet, and to other users” (de Souza e Silva 262). In what follows, I discuss how
hybrid spaces of coed running events are alluring for women because they remove
roadblocks that many women experience related to childcare and the demands of
balancing work and life responsibilities. While a fully virtual event offers this same
opportunity, a hybrid space allows women the opportunity to “be there” physically while
also being anywhere and everywhere at once. However, these hybrid spaces also
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introduce the risk for women to experience violence and harassment in vernacular spaces
as they are not insulated with the protections and infrastructure that coed running events
provide. I argue that institutional and vernacular spaces coalesce to form these gendered
hybrid spaces in coed running events to form digital copresence. For the purpose of this
chapter and understanding in-person coed running events, I specifically focus on hybrid
space and violence in the 2019 New York City Marathon and the associated coalescing of
digital/virtual elements. In Chapter 5, I will take a deeper dive into the rhetorical theme
of running as a networked activity in virtual events. This exciting topic will discuss
virtual running events in more detail, exploring where the world of running is headed in a
post-pandemic world.
In this section, I build on Adriana de Souza e Silva and Jordan Frith’s research on
hybrid spaces. In the scholarly conversation on hybrid space, Michael Saker and Jordan
Frith point out that hybrid spaces are not the first concept of merging the digital with the
physical. In hybrid spaces, in addition to combining the physical with the digital, users
coordinate movement, actions, or responses (“Coextensive Space”). In this manner, coed
running events leverage “hybrid spaces” through the enmeshment of the physical place of
the city and runner’s mobile and locative media technology.
These hybrid spaces are gendered, and women use digital deception as a mode of
protection. Frith discusses how women conduct “digital deception” when using
Foursquare to protect their safety in hybrid spaces. Women often “check-in” to a location
after they leave rather than when they arrive to protect themselves from “unintended
consequences” (Frith “Communicating” 890). I extend this to coed running events, as it is
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a commonly known best practice for women not to share their running route, map, or
location on social media. If she does share her location, she does so after she has left as a
protection mechanism. Jacqueline Vickery and Tracy Everbach also highlight the
gendered differences in digital spaces: “Online spaces, while supporting new social
opportunities, also mimic the preexisting problems within society such as gender
inequality and gender-based violence” (212). This inequitable gendered online experience
is demonstrated through data and statistics, as a 2014 Pew Research Center study of
online harassment found that 26 percent of women 18–24 had experienced online
stalking, and 25 percent of them had been targets of online sexual harassment (Duggan).
Given these facts, it is important to consider how women experience hybrid spaces
differently than men.
Coed running events act rhetorically by creating an opportunity for digital copresence. Sarah Pink defines digital co-presence as a way for people to be together online
while being physically separate. When participants run virtually from anywhere in the
world, yet at the same time run an event based on a location, it demonstrates relativity
between space, time, place, and our bodies. For instance, The New York City Marathon
is particularly progressive in creating hybrid spaces for runners. In 2019, prior to the
pandemic, which prompted a widespread move to virtual races, race officials partnered
with Strava to make the New York Marathon a hybrid event. They added a virtual
challenge option to allow runners an opportunity to “run” The 2019 TCS New York City
Marathon from anywhere in the world (“TCS New York Marathon”). The Strava website
promoted this event, stating:
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Have you ever dreamed of running in the world's largest marathon through
the streets of New York City? Be among the first to earn a guaranteed spot
at the 2019 TCS New York City Marathon by running the marathon
distance on Strava this November anywhere you please. (“TCS New York
Marathon”)
The New York Marathon married the digital with the physical to create a unique
experience for runners.
Coed events offering incentives, contests, or a hybrid place of digital and physical
offer more opportunity for constituting digital materiality given the reliance on mobile
and locative media to record runs and connect with other runners. This opportunity for
hybrid space is created through the institutional rhetorics of the event. What is telling is
that The New York City Marathon Virtual challenge had more women (51 percent) than
men (49 percent) even though the in-person event was comprised primarily of men
(“TCS New York Marathon”). This data suggests women are interested in what a virtual
event has to offer. But what is the reason for this phenomenon, and what does it mean
rhetorically?
I posit that women are particularly drawn to hybrid spaces of coed running events
because the events offer a level of safety that running on the streets alone does not
provide. Earlier, I established that the city is designed for men due to the patriarchal
structure embedded in its design. While women experience violence in their everyday
lived experience in the city, I argue that the space of coed running events offers a safer
reprieve for women to run without fear for their safety. In contrast to official spaces,
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when women run in their city, neighborhood, or local trail, they are subject to violent
vernacularity. Given this blanket of security, hybrid spaces of coed running events can
pose challenges for women's safety. I speak about the concept of safety and hybrid space
further in Chapter 5, but in this section, I specifically write about the effect of safety,
hybrid spaces, and coed running events.
Coed running events create a safer space for women runners to enjoy freedom
from violence while running in spaces otherwise not available to them. Feminist scholar
Leslie Kern writes, “A woman alone is presumed always available to other men” (90).
Women experience harassment and violence every day in the city. For women, walking
in a “bar district” requires an act of bravery that can quite literally put her life in danger.
Men, on the other hand, do not have to consider their safety in this same scenario.
Massey also reinforces this point, stating:
The degree to which we can move between countries, or walk about the
streets at night, or venture out of hotels in foreign cities, is not just
influenced by “capital.” Survey after survey has shown how women’s
mobility . . . is restricted— in a thousand different ways, from physical
violence to being ogled at or made to feel quite simply “out of place”—not
by “capital,” but by men. (Space, Place, and Gender 147– 48)
I agree with Massey, as many women do not feel safe running alone in city spaces.
However, they feel a sense of empowerment when running coed running events.
When women run a coed running event, they are able to experience the city in a
way that they would not be able to otherwise, thereby leveraging embodied vernacularity
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to communicate empowerment.4 The city is completely transformed during the Chicago
Marathon. This is meaningful because the streets that are usually dominated by cars and
city traffic are cleared, and runners own the streets (Bank of America Chicago
Marathon). There is a complete absence of typical city noises: horns, air brakes, and cars.
The city also provides more than 1,000 undercover police officers, 6,000 volunteers, 400course marshals, and 40,000 other runners (NBC Chicago). In this manner, The Chicago
Marathon creates a “built space” that allows runners to experience the city in a way that
one could never experience any other way. Ricoeur describes how “built space is a sort of
mixture between places of life surrounding the living body, and a three-dimensional
geometrical space in which each point is someplace” (32). I argue that the narrative of
The Chicago Marathon is gendered through what is added and what is taken away. The
addition of the course marshals and police introduce safety features that can make women
feel safer running in the city.
For example, in The Chicago Marathon, runners are able to run past a multitude
of bars and night clubs that would otherwise be a dangerous space for them. In Chicago,
there is a 12-mile long stretch from Clark Street to Chinatown, known as the “booziest
street,” with 203 places that serve alcohol (Ali ).5 I argue that two women could not have
engaged in this same adventure safely. However, this is why the gendered space of
running these big city events is so important. Chicago’s “booziest street” and the
racecourse for the marathon coincide. Runners blaze past many pubs, biergartens, and
clubs along the route safely. In this manner, coed running events are gendered through
rhetorics that make women feel safer.
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Given that women are often harassed while on a run, many wear headphones to
create a boundary between themselves and an anticipated harasser. Headphones are a
clear indication that an individual is signaling a boundary, a need for personal space, and
does not want to engage in a conversation. However, this personal space is violated when
one attempts to speak to a woman wearing headphones. Dan Bacon’s article “How to
Talk to a Woman Wearing Headphones,” assures his male readers that no matter what
signals a woman gives, she secretly wants a man to interrupt what she is doing. The
article goes on to suggest that these men persist even when women show signs of
disinterest. It is this type of continuous violation of personal space that continues to make
women feel unsafe (Petri). Headphones used to be banned at coed running events, but in
more recent years, race officials have recognized the importance of the use of headphones
among everyday runners. While headphones are banned for the “elites,” that is anyone
who is running to win their age category, recreational runners (those who are not in it to
win it) can use them. While both the New York and Boston Marathon official rulebooks
write, “The use of headphones is strongly discouraged,” they are allowed (New York
Road Runners “Allowable and Prohibited Items”). The use of personal devices during
coed running events creates a division of space, which is possible in both physical and
hybrid spaces.
Overall, I posit that coed running events are comprised of gendered narratives and
spaces. The way the runner navigates the city is pre-defined and rigid. All of the runners
must experience the city in the same sequence. The runner cannot go off course, join
midway, nor skip a neighborhood or section. As such, each runner has a similar sense of
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place, comprehension of time and place, and memory. At the same time, each runner has
their own unique experiences. But of course, what is interesting is that even though all of
the runners have the same sense of place, are running the same route, and are
experiencing the same event, each runner has their own unique narrative that cannot help
but be influenced by their gender. Each runner has their own unique story that forms their
narrative identity interwoven with the city, history, people, and personal experience. Part
of this narrative is formed through hybrid spaces. By participating in the coed running
event through digital co-presence, the embodied experience varies, particularly as it
relates to safety and violence. The marathon forms a unique experience that cannot be
recreated, even if one was to follow the exact route by car, bike, or on foot—one could
run this exact route, but if not as part of the coed running event, the narrative would vary.
Guilt, Shame, and Pride: Affective Rhetorics
In this section, I address affective rhetorics in coed running events, specifically
exploring topics of bathrooms and menstruation. Both are contested issues in coed
running events, and the implications affect women tremendously. Having safe bathroom
access is also an important issue for transgender people. However, I must acknowledge
up front that this is not the only nor most critical issue for transgender equality—a host of
other issues confront transgender people, including violence, inaccessible health care, and
equality rights, and I do not intend to detract from those challenges. In this section, I also
address the topic of menstruation, which is often shrouded in shame in institutional
spaces. Conversely, vernacular spaces create opportunities for embodied vernacularity
conveying pride. I then turn to explore charity rhetorics in coed running events in both
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institutional and vernacular spaces. While official charity rhetorics leverage pathos to
appeal to women runners, vernacular spaces reveal the affective nature of guilt.
Shame: Potty Parity
A key issue in the gendered space of coed running events is access to toilets. The
issue of equitable provision of public toilet facilities in a public space is known as pottyparity. Potty-parity has been an issue for quite some time, but due to embarrassment and
anxiety—which particularly affects women—this is not an often-discussed topic.
Bathrooms are a necessary facility for everyone, but issues relating to access, usage, and
availability are especially important in relation to gender and sexual anatomy. At coed
running events, the feelings of shame, guilt, and embarrassment are amplified for women,
given the host of issues relating to bathroom access—both biological and personal. In this
section, I break through the taboo topic of restrooms and discuss the gendered messaging
that bathrooms send in coed running events.
Maintaining the assumption that both human and nonhuman actors are treated
equally is also an important underpinning to my work. Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network
Theory (ANT) is an important concept in rhetorical studies. Latour argues that we need to
give nonhumans agency and power in their own right. I apply the concept of what Latour
calls “new settlement”—a new way of understanding discourse and matter without
privileging language at the expense of matter (Walsh 43). For my project, it is essential to
ensure both matter and language have a voice.
Joining the conversation on materiality and feminism, I leverage Latour’s Actor
Network Theory (ANT) to make the argument that bathrooms in coed running events
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have agency—his work is essential in exploring how the entire network of actors
mediates agency. Latour also argues that intention is not the only determinant for
deriving meaning. He believes that actors’ intentions are deflected by the channels they
pass through. A critical argument that I make is that it is not the intention of the actors
that mediate the messaging. Rather, it is the node itself, in this case, restrooms, that
contribute to the power dynamic of the network. Sarah Hallenbeck leverages Latour’s
Actor Network Theory (ANT) to understand the relationship between women and the
bicycle in the nineteenth century. She analyzes the network of actors that contribute to
the lived reality for women bicyclists. Applying ANT to attend to networks as locations
for activities, Hallenbeck found, “riders were socialized into new gender norms through
their activities, which were in turn enacted through material networks” (Claiming the
Bicycle 6). Similar to Hallenbeck, I use Latour’s theory to understand the relationship
between the material and social for gendered materialities.
Women often have embarrassment and anxiety surrounding restroom use at coed
running events. A variety of factors influence women experiencing more embarrassment
and anxiety over toilet usage than men. A recent study found that two major factors—
biological and personal experience—that contribute to this anxiety (Hartigan et al.).
These issues particularly affect those who are gender nonconforming:
participants reported that frightening encounters in the past influence their
bathroom decisions. These experiences include confrontations with aggressive or
angry people, violations of privacy, and hostility related to gender
nonconformance. (Hartigan et al. 2053)
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This anxiety and embarrassment are heightened during coed running events because of
the numerous running-related bathroom issues, including the dreaded “runner’s diarrhea”
(De Oliveira 41). Unfortunately, runner’s diarrhea is an extremely common but not
widely discussed issue for runners. According to a recent study, “Runner's diarrhea is an
acute exercise-induced diarrhea,” and “it can affect performance” (De Oliveira 41).
Another study confirmed that more women experience GI disturbances while running:
“The urge to have a bowel movement (53%) and diarrhea (38%) were the most common
symptoms, especially among female runners (74% and 68% respectively)” (Riddoch and
Trinick 71). This data confirms what I have seen in the vernacular spaces of coed running
events—potty parity is primarily a women’s issue.
Institutional spaces miss the boat in addressing important women’s lavatory
issues. A consistent challenge across all these coed running events is the accessibility of
restrooms. While many of these events had porta-potties prior to entering the corral area,
most have very few along the racecourse (Bank of America Chicago Marathon).6 For
instance, one year during the Chicago Marathon, I almost urinated in my pants as I ran
the first four miles, desperately seeking a restroom. When I finally came upon a portapotty at mile four, I waited in line for twenty minutes, adding critical time to my
marathon time. Meanwhile, the men were darting over on the side of the road, peeing in
the bushes, and quickly taking off running again, taking mere seconds to take care of
their business. This is primarily a women’s issue because while both men and women use
the facilities prior to the race, mostly, it is only women that need a porta-potty during the
actual race. Additionally, it takes women longer to use the restroom than men for a
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variety of reasons, including because women have to attend to additional issues (such as
menstruation), go through more clothing layers, and engage in a lengthy undressing
process.
Given the size and scale of all the coed marathon events in this study, the
availability of restrooms is a significant issue for women runners. Specifically, given the
tremendous time between arrival and the race start, the issue of not having a restroom
past the runner’s staging area is tremendous. For example, at the Chicago Marathon,
given the volume of participants, security checks, and distance between the staging area
and race starting line, from the point of entry into Grant Park to arriving in the corral can
take over an hour (Bank of America Chicago Marathon). In all the coed running events in
this study, runners must line up in their corral hours before the start of the race. Corral
start times are staggered and the time between each corral varies based on the number of
runners (Bank of America Chicago Marathon). This staggered start allows for more space
on the course and ensures the safety of runners but also results in a lengthy wait. Given
that each corral is usually between three to five minutes apart, depending upon which
corral the participant is in, runners can wait upwards of an additional forty minutes from
the start of the race to the time they actually begin. All of this adds up to hours in
between the time a runner leaves their hotel to the time they actually start running. Given
all of this waiting around, plus the fact that runners need to be well-hydrated before
starting the marathon, results in the inevitable need to use the restroom. As such, the lack
of porta potties past the staging area presents a conundrum for women.7
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Given the great disparity between the lived experiences between the genders in
bathroom usage at coed running events, women have leveraged embodied vernacularity
to use their voice and power to speak to common problems ignored by the dominant
masculine institutional narrative. One way in which women leverage this embodied
vernacularity is through the creation of portable female urination devices that women can
bring to race events. This solution offers a safe way for women to relieve themselves
while on a run. The product is shaped like a funnel, and there are many varieties
(Wallace). From disposable paper products that fold up discreetly to reusable silicone
funnels, women have options. These devices allow female runners to urinate modestly
without having to remove layers of clothing. While these makeshift solutions help,
greater access to restrooms would vastly improve the racing experience, and many
women runners have voiced their concerns to race directors about the lack of restrooms
along the racecourse (“Bank of American Chicago Marathon”). However, in the years I
have been running, I have not seen any improvement. This is an instance in which
embodied vernacularity can provide a voice for women runners that institutional spaces
ignore.
As I demonstrated, all the coed running events in this study offer gender-neutral
porta potties in the staging area and along the racecourse, but the quantity and quality of
these porta-potties are severely lacking. As such, this is a complex topic that cannot be
aligned to the binary of “right” or “wrong.” I argue that while the space of coed running
events is more inclusive than many public spaces, given the adoption of gender-neutral
restrooms, race events’ toilet availability and access still fail women. And while coed
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running events offer gender-neutral restrooms, the reason for this decision is not to
promote inclusion. Of course, as I discussed, intention does not determine the meaning.
However, I also do not want to give coed running events underserving accolades for
inclusion when their intentions are efficiency and cost savings.
Shame and Pride: Menstrual Messaging
Rhetorics in coed running events centering on menstruation convey feelings of
shame. The long-held association between shame and menstruation results in the
dominant belief in Western culture that menstruation should be hidden. Because women
are made to feel shame about their periods, considerations relating to menstruation and
running, including the availability of menstrual products and sanitary spaces to take care
of menstruation issues—are ignored in coed running events. As such, these troubling
gendered rhetorics create shame in the woman runner’s embodied experience. In this
section I demonstrate, through specific examples in coed running events, how women
face shame and are expected to keep signs of menstruation hidden.
In the scholarly conversation on shame and menstruation, I draw upon feminist
and body scholars, such as Iris Marion Young, Susan Bartky, and Elizabeth Grosz.
Elizabeth Grosz argues that menstruation is associated with weakness in the female body:
“Since menstrual blood cannot be manipulated or controlled in the same way as other
bodily fluids, it is a symbol of how women are out of control” (194). Iris Marion Young
discusses the social oppression of women as menstruators and the emotional meanings
behind the messaging. She argues that women experience shame and disgust around
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menstruation and are taught from an early age that it must be hidden. She says that
women are taught they must:
Keep the signs of your menstruation hidden— leave no bloodstains on the
floor, towels, sheets, or chairs. Make sure that your bloody flow does not
visibly leak through your clothes, and do not let the outline of a sanitary
pad show. Menstruation is dirty, disgusting, defiling, and thus must be
hidden. In everyday life, these requirements of concealment create
enormous anxiety and practical difficulties for women and are a major
source of our annoyance with the monthly event. (106-107)
This is a particularly relevant problem for women runners at coed running events.
Women runners face a double bind because they are sent the message that they can and
should continue to participate in social and physical activities regardless of their
menstrual cycle, while at the same time, strong social pressures urge women to hide any
signs of bleeding. The coed running events do not create an environment to alleviate this
concern for runners.
The nature of shame surrounding the topic of menstruation is one reason why
porta-potties at these coed running events are not conducive to attending to menstrual
needs. Related to the topic of fertility in Chapter 2, women have been made to feel
ashamed of their bodies and related functions for years. Most coed running events,
including all the ones in this study, begin in the dark hours of the morning, and the portapotties are not lit, making it nearly impossible to attend to sanitary issues relating to one’s
period. Another compelling argument that porta-potties completely ignore issues related
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to women’s menstruation needs is through the design. For instance, the porta-potties that
The Chicago Marathon rents include a urinal, toilet, and toilet paper holder—some even
have room for a sink—but none come equipped with menstrual products, a place to
dispose of sanitary products, nor the space to attend to menstrual needs (Pete). The
materiality of the porta-potty speaks at these coed running events and conveys a message
of male prioritization.
I posit that the reason why women feel so much shame around the topic of
menstruation is that they have been made to feel that the female body is deviant. As I
wrote about in Chapter 2, there have long been taboos on menstruation. Creedon points
out that “nineteenth-century medical belief in women’s biological and weakness and
instability due to menstruation survived the turn of the century, leading many ‘modern’
doctors and exercise specialists to reiterate earlier warnings against strenuous sport” (21).
Unfortunately, the shameful rhetoric surrounding menstruation still exists today. Sport
and gender scholars Margaret Costa and Linda Guthrie contend that while men have
often celebrated their physicality and sexuality, women have been associated with
inferiority and frailty. This, in turn, has resulted in female athleticism as being “deviant
and immoral” (20). Cahn adds to this conversation, writing that woman have to deal with
claims that the “female athletic body is deviant and freakish” (14). This weakness of the
female body is juxtaposed with the strength of the male body. Creedon adds, “the
physicality of the male body represents power and dominance, whereas the physicality of
the female body represents subservience, frailty, and weakness” (31). Overall, given the
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rhetorics that have linked gender, menstruation, and frailty, this is often a topic off-limits
for women to discuss.
Institutional rhetorics convey that coed running events are designed with men in
mind through their messaging, or lack of, on menstruation. Take, for example, the
omission of menstrual products available at coed race events. All the coed running events
in this study have aid stations stocked with all of the products a runner could possibly
need before and during the race, including band-aids, safety pins, camphor, petroleum
jelly, and ibuprofen—all readily available for runners to grab as they pass by (“Course &
Amenities”). However, one item that is noticeably lacking is the availability of menstrual
products. I have yet to see a tampon, pad, or panty liner available.
When I researched this topic, I could not find any information in official race
materials: not the race websites, event guides, FAQs, or social media pages. To learn
more about the availability of menstrual products, I interviewed Tim Nowak, who has as
overseen medical tents at several major coed running events in his career as an EMS
special operations chief. When asked if any of the coed running events had menstrual
products in the medical tents along the course, he responded that with the exception of
one NFL team games tent, he does not recall ever carrying feminine hygiene products.
When asked why, he admitted, “It was never even thought about” (Nowak). I contacted
the official races for all the running events in this study, and only the Chicago Marathon
responded. The Chicago Marathon confirmed that yes, they do have menstrual products
at their aid stations, which are located along the course (Bradburne). When I probed to
ask where I can find that information, they directed me to the “Course & Amenities”
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section of their website, which does not mention the availability of menstrual products
anywhere. Given that I did not receive a response to my question on the availability of
menstrual products, I turned to the race participants.
As I listened to women who ran these races, I noticed an interesting rhetorical
trend in the difference in responses from those who ran in coed running events and those
who ran in women’s events. As a case in point, in the New York Marathon Facebook
Group, I asked, “Does anyone know if the medical tents at the New York Marathon
provide pads or tampons?” Almost all (89 percent) of the responses centered on the
rhetorical theme that it was my responsibility to bring my own menstrual products:
Just bring your own. They may have the wrong size or brand u normally
use. Why risk it? (Herrera-Blakely)
Period cup, and you will not need to change anything during the race.
(Blanton)
Honestly, if your concerned about it starting, I would find a way to store
one in your running clothes. Or just start it with it on. Is it not as
comfortable? Sure. But it beats a mid-race incident in my books. (Wyss)
Seriously? Have you not figured this out on your long runs by now?
(Elizabeth)
I mean, come on. This can’t be day one of your period or running with one
for you. Certainly, if you are running a marathon, you’ve run on your
period before. Do what you normally do. You don’t have to go down to
question the composition of a tampon to figure this out. And why
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everyone on this page has to be included in something this personal is
beyond me. Why is this necessary? (Elizabeth)
There is a subtle undertone of blame in all of these messages. While the tone is difficult
to read online, they all project a feeling of judgment, as if it is my fault if I get my period
while running and not the race’s responsibility to help with any of my “womanly needs.”
Conversely, I asked the same question in the Disney Princess Half Marathon
forum, and 100% of the respondents were supportive of my question and indicated that
they were able to get a tampon or pad at the medical tent during the race. For example:
Great question! I had this same question! You never know if aunt flow is
going to visit that week. (Kennett)
They do! I know from experience. I just asked the people at the medical
tent, and she grabbed a tampon from under the table for me. (Howell)
The tone is subtle yet perceptible. All the responses were from women, both in the
New York Marathon and Disney Princess Half Marathon. Yet, there is a discernable
difference in rhetorical styles.
Another issue relating to feelings of shame on menstruation in coed running
events is the inability of women runners to carry and conceal menstrual products while on
the run. The Chicago Marathon used to allow the use of Camelbak® hydration
backpacks, which are extremely convenient because they allow the runner to carry water,
nutrition, money, and menstrual products. Personally, I used a Camelbak® during the
Chicago Marathon in 2017 and 2018 because of the convenience. However, in 2019 the
Chicago Marathon banned the use of Camelbaks, citing in their official rules:
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“Camelbaks® and any type of hydration backpack are not permitted” (“Allowable and
Prohibited Items”). This new rule was developed after the Boston Marathon bombings in
2013 as part of the security crackdown at the event. While the new rule is certainly
understandable from that perspective, it impedes the ability of women to carry menstrual
products on the run. Young states that women often have to worry about the questions,
“Can I carry pads or tampons to the bathroom without detection? How can I ensure that I
am able to get to a bathroom as often I need to?” (102). Coed running events fail women
on both points. When I inquired how other women runners handled running while on
their period, I received responses such as:
Kim Guodace explains, “I put them [pads/tampons] in a plastic baggie and
put them in my hip pouch.”
Sally Price says she “Took my own [pads/tampons] in my flip belt.”
And Jeannie Bradburne said, “I just popped one [pads/tampon] in a
pocket.” (“2021 Chicago Marathon or Bust”)
As seen from these responses, women have certainly devised ways to carry menstrual
products, so it is not out of the realm of possibility. However, it certainly is not
convenient.
The omission of language and products on menstruation is telling because it
demonstrates how coed race directors are oblivious to the plight of women. One reason
for omission in coed running events may be due to the male leadership in charge. The
race directors for all of the coed running events in this study are men—Carey Pinkowski
(Chicago Marathon), Dave McGillvray (Boston Marathon), Ted Metellus (New York
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Marathon), and Hugh Brasher (London Marathon) (Bank of America Chicago Marathon;
“Boston Marathon;” New York Road Runners; Ingle “London”).8 I draw upon the
observation of feminist geographer Leslie Kern who writes: “Many of these barriers are
invisible to men because their own set of experiences means they rarely encounter them”
(15). Iris Marion Young provides a similar observation stating, “Few employers
recognize menstrual distress as a small disability they ought to accommodate” (101). In
this case, replace the word “employer” with “race director,” and the concept is the same.
Many women runners experience feelings of shame surrounding menstruating
while running due to messaging that women receive on their bodies. Consider the
experience of elite marathoner Uta Pippig. Pippig was the first woman to officially win
the Boston Marathon three consecutive times. However, what she is also known for is for
crossing the finish line with diarrhea and menstrual blood dripping down her leg at the
Boston Marathon in 1996. It is important to note that in terms of media coverage, the
Boston Marathon ranks only behind the Super Bowl as the largest single-day sporting
event in the world (“History of the Boston Marathon”). As such, the media portrayal of
Pippig is significant. Lorie Conway describes how male sports commenters were at a loss
for describing the scene and simply stated that she was experiencing “physical problems”
(275). The Boston Herald captioned a photo of Pippig crossing the finish line with the
headline “…. overcoming cramps” (cited in Conway). This lack of acknowledgment of
what the situation really entailed demonstrated the male dominance in the field and the
level of discomfort with women’s issues. Boston Globe reporter Eileen McNamara finally

148

addressed the obvious but seemingly taboo topic and called out her male colleagues,
stating:
Her victory was sweet as it was messy. Many men just saw the
mess…They like their women athletes pretty, perky, and photogenic. Uta
Pippig has always been that. On Monday, though, those men had to
confront the fact that this extraordinary athlete is no Marathon Barbie;
she’s real flesh and blood woman (cited in Conway).
Even today, the Boston Marathon website describes Pippig’s extraordinary
accomplishment by stating, “Uta Pippig overcame a 30-second deficit and severe
dehydration, among other difficulties, to become the first woman of the official era to win
the race three consecutive years” (“History of the Boston Marathon”). However, using
the phrasing “among other difficulties” continues to ignore the reality of what Pippig
experienced. This experience confirms Young’s research on what menstruating women
were admonished, to “keep the signs of your menstruation hidden” and that it “is dirty,
disgusting, [and] defiling (106-107). Pippig was ridiculed for her completely natural
experience of having her menstrual cycle while running; furthermore, her extraordinary
accomplishment was overshadowed by sheepish and awkward male-dominated media
coverage. Instead focusing on Pippig’s third consecutive marathon win, an outstanding
feat, male commentators’ agitation over menstruation was revealed.
Viewing the materials provided at coed running events through a rhetorical lens
reveals that women, especially menstruating women, are not in the minds of the race
designers. While Pippig may not have stopped running to insert a tampon since she was
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running to win, many other women experience this same hassle and could benefit from
the availability of menstrual products. Young states, “It’s a joke among women that
machines in public bathrooms that claim to dispense these products are always empty or
jammed. In many women’s bathrooms, it’s easier to buy a condom or comb than a
tampon” (36). I also want to point out that in my inquiry on the tampons that are
available at the events, not only are they not easily accessible (they are hidden away at
the aid stations, and women have to ask for them), but also the only tampons available are
one-size cardboard applicator tampons. Cardboard applicators are notoriously
uncomfortable and difficult to use, especially if one is trying to use one mid-run.
Tampons also are also not a one-size-fits-all solution. The lack of products and diversity
in products is a huge miss, given the number of women who run these large events.
The affective rhetorics of coed running events are not all doom and gloom—in
fact, many women runners convey a message of pride through quiet activism. For
instance, at the 2015 London Marathon, Kiran Gandhi, inspired by Uta Pippig, made the
news when she decided to “bleed freely” during her run (Willis). Gandhi discovered that
she started her period in the final moments preparing for her marathon, and she quickly
weighed the options—she could run with a pad, which would cause extreme chafing and
discomfort, use a tampon, which would be difficult to change along the racecourse, or she
could bleed freely. She chose the latter (Gandhi). According to ABC News, the visual of
blood running down Gandhi’s leg during the race garnered international attention
(Willis). Gandhi called it a “radical act” that was “empowering” and made her feel “an
enormous sense of power” (Willis). On her website, the athlete writes: “If there’s one
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way to transcend oppression, it’s to run a marathon in whatever way you want. On the
marathon course, sexism can be beaten. Where the stigma of a woman’s period is
irrelevant, and we can rewrite the rules as we choose” (Gandhi). Gandhi, who is from
Boston, was inspired by the “Boston Strong” discourse in the Boston Marathon and
desired to bring that energy into her race (Toussaint). Gandhi performed this act to bring
awareness to issues relating to period stigma all over the world.9
The response among women in the running community was one of overwhelming
support, as demonstrated in the Instagram comments on her post (Gandhi). A few of the
comments include:
You sure had me inspired for your doing in supporting womanhood. Now,
I am even prouder to be a woman! You rock! (a.vaho_303)
So much respect! (littlehoopla)
What a badass (chananas)
The messaging from other women conveys the feeling of pride with words such as
“inspired,” “respect,” and “badass.”
Women runners face a double bind regarding their menstruation because they are
expected to participate in the sport regardless of where they are in their menstrual cycle,
but on the other hand, they are expected to keep it completely concealed. As we saw in
the examples of Pippig and Gandhi, women are ostracized and mocked if they show any
signs of bleeding while running. Yet, coed races do not offer a solution to these problems.
This is an extension of our heteropatriarchal society in which women must keep the
signs of menstruation hidden. The reason for this primarily pertains to femininity and the
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ideal pushed upon women and girls that they must always appear beautiful and feminine.
Given that periods do not fit into this ideal, patriarchal society has deemed this function
as shameful. And while the vernacular rhetorics serve as a place of empowerment for
women to take back control of the narrative on menstruation, the affective rhetorics on
the topic continue to emote guilt and shame.
Guilt: Do It for The Children
The aim of this section is to explore institutional rhetorics in coed running events
that leverage pathos when marketing to women as a method to incite guilt while soliciting
charity donations. In Chapter 2, I spoke about the expectation in the early nineteenth
century that women should run for altruistic reasons. Therefore, it is apropos that this
theme appeared again in modern-day running rhetorics. While my argument here is
similar, it differs slightly. Whereas in the past, charity-running rhetorics assumed that
women should not run—unless it is for an altruistic cause relating to raising money for
their family, today we see emotive themes, such as guilt in relation to charity runs. In
what follows, I examine both institutional and vernacular rhetorics of charities for coed
running events. I explore themes relating to affective rhetorics, pathos, and ethos.
The scholarship on pathos and emotion offers a divergence of viewpoints.
Aristotle used the term pathos to describe appealing to an audience’s emotions
(Rhetoric). Rhetorical scholars have been critical of the use of pathos, some even
reducing its meaning to "manipulation, excess, and irrationality" (qtd in Buchanan
Rhetorics 95). Lindal Buchanan disagrees with this reductionist viewpoint on pathos and
argues that pathos is useful, particularly for mothers, because “motherhood illuminates
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motherhood's capacity to invoke strong feeling (Rhetorics 96). While Buchanan is
speaking of how mothers can leverage pathos to relate to their audience through
emotional appeal, I apply that model to institutions (in this case, charity organizations)
and posit that charities use pathos to appeal to women. I argue that this is particularly
effective due to the parallels between motherhood and charities: both exude similar
qualities of caring, love, and support.
Women use the ethos to gain entry to an area—in this case, running—that they
have been historically denied. Buchanan argues that, historically, “women who spoke
publicly were often perceived as masculine or sexually suspect; to compensate, they had
to project convincing feminine ethos and prove their domestic competence to audiences”
(Regendering 136). Hallenbeck also argues that women had to establish their ethos to
gain entry to sport—in her case bicycling. She says women bicyclists “could establish for
herself a cultured, resourceful, practical, or feminine ethos” (Claiming 98). In this
conversation on ethos, many feminist rhetoricians agree that historically women have
used femininity to establish ethos.
As women enter the masculine world of sports, they must leverage their ethos to
gain approval and acceptance. One way in which they establish their ethos is through
embracing a self-sacrificing posture. Raising money for charity and running for someone
outside of herself is one way that women establish their ethos in the sport of running. I
challenge the argument of Roger Robinson, who claims that a major contributor
attracting women to running is the “new phenomenon of runs for charity” (When Running
Made History 125). While it is true that more women run for charity than men, Robinson
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fails to dig deeper and inquire why this phenomenon occurs. I propose applying an
analytical lens to explore the rhetorics of coed running events to understanding the root
cause, which I argue is an expectation for women to be altruistic.
Coed running events donate a tremendous amount of money to charities each
year, in large part thanks to women. Charities Aid Foundation (CAF) research found that
The London Marathon had more women run for charity than men (May). This is
significant because The London Marathon is the biggest mass-participation fundraising
event of the year for charities, raising £66.4m in 2019, and holds a Guinness World
Record as the largest annual fundraising event in the world (“World Record”). Women
are more likely to give to charity than men, not only in running events but across the
board (Candid).10 A study by the Women's Philanthropy Institute at the Center on
Philanthropy at Indiana University found that women are more likely to give to charity,
and they give more on average than men across nearly every income level (Candid). At
the New York Marathon in 2018, 10,000 charity runners raised $40 million for 400+
worthy causes; about 2,000 of them ran for NYRR Team for Kids, raising $6.6 million
(Bakoulis).11 This data demonstrates that more women are running for charity, raising
more money, and are more likely to donate than men. But why? And what does this mean
rhetorically?
One reason why more women run for charity than men in coed running events is
that the institutional rhetorics of coed running events use pathos to appeal to women’s
emotions. Take, for example, the 261 Fearless Inc. charity group, which is a partner of
the Chicago Marathon (261 Fearless). Their website asks three questions on their front
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page: “Are you passionate about supporting women? Do you want to help empower
women through running? Do you want to be part of a global community of women that is
spreading the joy of running?” The site then provides the following as a solution: “Then
be a game-changer for women around the world and spark a revolution of empowerment
by running the Bank of America Chicago Marathon with 261 Fearless!” (261 Fearless).
This language appeals specifically to women’s pathos by encouraging women to support
other women.
It is not just charities that support women that appeal to women’s pathos—
frequently, charities will use rhetorics focused on helping children to elicit donations.
Consider that 30 percent of the charities partnered with the London Marathon allocated
their funds to benefit children (“Run for Charity”). The charities focused on children
often feature more women than men in their official marketing materials. This is
particularly telling, given that only 42 percent of the finishers in the 2019 London
Marathon were women (“Virgin Money London Marathon”). One example of the
gendered rhetorics on running charity sites is the Children with Cancer UK website (“The
Charity Fighting Cancer”). This site features a photo of a woman runner front and center.
She is clad in a race shirt bearing the charity’s logo and throws her hands in the air while
smiling at the crowd of cheering spectators. This image conveys the message that this
woman is a runner, but more importantly, she is acting altruistically by putting her body
through a grueling physical act, all in the name of raising money for children in need. As
a result, she is the hero they are cheering on and deserves to be celebrated. I want to make
it clear that I am not saying these causes are unworthy, nor do I mean to imply women
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should not donate to these charities that raise money for worthy cause. My argument is
situated within the rhetorical strategies that these charities use, specifically leveraging
pathos, to appeal to women runners.
The institutional rhetorics in coed running events continue to appeal to women’s
pathos through conveying the embodied experience of celebration. For instance, The
Chicago Marathon has a Charity Block at mile 14, where there are thousands of people
who cheer on those running for charity (Bank of America Chicago Marathon). For those
who do not have friends or family coming to support them, this can be a very alluring
aspect of running for charity. It is effective at persuading individuals to run for charity,
given that last year 10,000 charity runners raised $22.7 million towards worthy causes
(Bank of America Chicago Marathon). The majority of the charities for the London
Marathon also promote cheering squads as a perk of donating to their charity. Consider
that all the charity sites affiliated with the coed running events in this study listed having
a cheering squad along the marathon route as part of the “perks” for donating to their
charity.
Communications surrounding running events attempt to appeal to women’s
pathos through messaging that attempts to persuade women to raise funds for their
communities. Tracey Russell, CEO of Conqur Endurance Group, said, “the surge in
charitable organizations forming training groups and raising money through road races
has largely been driven by women” (Bachman). Most of the popular races partner with
charity organizations, such as the American Cancer Society, Give Kids the World,
and St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital, just to name a few, and specifically
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market their communications directly to women. The target audience in their marketing
strategy is obvious through their official materials, such as their websites and social
media accounts. As a case in point, consider that 70 percent of the images of the St. Jude
Heroes running fundraising site are of women (“St. Jude Heroes”). The American Cancer
Society’s fundraising page has only 26 percent male representation. Even more telling is
that even though only four of their images contained men, three of the four images were
related to corporate charity donations: “CEOs Against Cancer,” “Become a Partner,” and
“Galas” (“Raise Money”). Conversely, women were featured in categories relating to
passion and volunteering. This demonstrates that the institutional rhetorics are gendered
in the way raising money for charity is conveyed.
In addition to charities partnering with established running events, some
charities host charity runs/walks themselves so they can pocket 100 percent of the
profits—the most successful of these events are marketed to women. The Susan G.
Komen Race for the Cure is the most well-known and successful charity run/walk event,
raising more than $8 million for breast cancer research (“Breast Cancer Foundation”).
The rhetoric for this event is geared towards women—from the Pepto Bismol pink shirts
to the bracelets in the race packets. This is a race that is for women by women. This race,
along with many other women-based charities, demonstrates that the end-to-end
experience is designed for women to raise money for other women.
While the institutional rhetorics would have us believe that women should want to
act altruistically by raising money for charities close to their hearts, the vernacular
rhetorics share a more complex story. Some women run for charity in these coed running
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events because it is one of the only surefire ways to gain admission. Of course, this does
not represent all women who raise money for charity, but there is a subset of the
population that engages for this reason. To understand this phenomenon, consider how
getting into the Boston Marathon is notoriously difficult. One must meet stringent
qualifying times to gain admission. To provide an idea of the level of difficulty, the
average marathon time for a 40-year-old female is four hours and 34 minutes.12 The
qualifying time for the Boston Marathon for women aged 40-44 is three hours 40 minutes
(“Boston Marathon”). In essence, if a female (age 40-44) wants to run the Boston
Marathon, she has to run a marathon one hour faster than the average marathon finish
time to qualify. However, there is one loophole. Qualifying times are waived for
individuals who run with an Official Charity Program. This is true for all the coed
running events in this study. While the Chicago Marathon uses a lottery system for
participants to gain entry, one can bypass that and be guaranteed admission if they run
with a charity. The London Marathon uses a ballot system and is known for being
extremely difficult to get into. Running for charity alleviates this concern—one can raise
the required amount of money and run the event without qualifying for a time. It sounds
like a win-win situation, right? However, this practice is met with a lot of animosity in
vernacular rhetorics of coed running events. As an example, consider the thread in the
Boston Marathon Facebook group that proposed that the Boston Marathon become
restricted to charity runners, which would eliminate qualifying times and raise money for
charity in return. The backlash was intense:
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I’m sorry, is it April fools again??? Absolutely laughable idea, I worked
damn hard to get a BQ and this totally devalues the efforts of so many
people - insulting comes to mind. (Sharman)
Why would you turn one of the most elite races into a pay-to-play
venture? The fact that people who qualify often get edged out by someone
who hasn't even trained properly but can write a fat check is reprehensible.
(Viscosi)
Runners work too hard to earn the distinction of being a Boston qualifier
and runner. (Groes)
It’s a prestigious race to qualify for that’s a terrible idea. This is insulting
for those who worked hard to qualify for it. (Carter)
No offense to charity runners as they serve a purpose too but come on!
Like many others, it took YEARS of early morning alarms, 70+ mile
weeks, multiple injuries, physical therapy, travel, tapering, racing,
disappointment, and sometimes a broken heart. Achieving my golden
ticket required 3 BQs to finally get accepted. This sport has broken my
heart numerous times while simultaneously providing so much joy and the
opportunity for growth as an athlete and as a person. If a 16+ minute
buffer doesn’t afford me the opportunity to run the next Boston marathon
then I may just quit pursuing my biggest dream! (Bane)
As demonstrated in these comments, there is an elitist attitude surrounding running for
charity in coed running events. Charity runners are viewed as less than because they
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“bought” their way into the race. This attitude does not exist in the vernacular rhetorics of
women’s running events. Perhaps it is because those events do not require a qualifying
time, therefore there is not a division of runners who “qualified” versus those who raised
money for charity. Regardless of the root cause, the judgmental rhetorics Other those
who choose to run for charity.
Vernacular spaces also shed light on why more women may be inclined to run for
charity than men. If a runner signs up to run for a charity, they usually do not have to pay
a registration fee for the event. Given that race, fees can be astronomical (Boston: $180$240, Chicago: $205-$230, New York: $255-$358, London: £49) this is a great benefit
(“Boston Marathon;” Bank of America Chicago Marathon; New York Road Runners;
“Virgin Money London Marathon”). Generally speaking, women are less economically
advantaged than men, given the gender pay gap, in which women earn .82 cents for every
dollar earned by men. Additionally, women have less economic freedom than men, as
their participation in the paid labor force remains below those of men (Chamie). Mothers
are especially prone to facing a lack of economic freedom given the fact that a substantial
proportion withdraws from employment after childbirth. As such, running for charity
allows women to run in these events if they have limited funds.
However, running for charity is not the utopian experience that the official
marketing materials would like potential runners to believe. Vernacular spaces also reveal
the many challenges women face related to running for charity. While charities often lure
women into donating for their charity by touting the benefits, such as providing a support
system, training plans, and a cheer team, at times they fail to mention the difficulties.
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First, the fundraising minimums are outrageous. I applied to be a part of the charity team
for Girls on the Run for the Boston Marathon and was told that I needed to raise $8,500
(“Boston Marathon SoleMates”). I had to submit a detailed fundraising plan to show how
I planned to raise funds. I started to compile the plan and quickly realized there was no
way I could raise that amount of money with my network. Unfortunately, I had to decline
to participate with the charity. At least I came upon this conclusion early in the process
before I committed to the charity. Other women were not so lucky. Facebook groups
dedicated to the coed running events are filled with women panicking as the race date
nears and their donations come up short. According to Fidelity Charitable’s 2016 Women
and Giving study, three-quarters of those polled saying they follow their hearts when
giving rather than a strategic plan (“2016 Giving Report”). Most start out wellintentioned, but life has a way of getting in the way of even the best-laid plans. And
raising that amount of money is hard work—not something that a bake sale or a simple
ask from friends and family will resolve. As such, many women end up paying out of
pocket to cover the remainder of the money not raised. Consider the comment from
female Boston runner Ang Young Reynolds: “If you have money to spare, and you want
to run Boston, make a large charity donation, get a tax write-off you needed anyway, and
you got yourself a bib. I would guess that a great portion of those fundraising are just
writing a check” (“Boston Marathon,” Facebook Groups). In some cases, altruism gives
way to pragmatism.
While rhetorics in institutional spaces focus on women running for altruistic
reasons, this is based on historical ideologies that tout that women should run for
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someone outside of themselves. Part of the reason this is so effective is the covert
messaging that says women should not engage in leisure activities unless it benefits
someone outside of themselves. While I speak about the theme of self-sacrificial leisure
activities in Chapter 4, what I am arguing here is a bit different. Coed running events
specifically promote running for charity, while women’s running events focus on women
running for their children, their husbands, or to attract a mate. Leveraging pathos, these
charities attempt to appeal to women by tugging on their heartstrings with a multitude of
charities. Oftentimes the language in these marketing materials focuses on women
helping other women or children to persuade women to choose their charity.
Gendered Rhetorical Strategies of Space, Senses, and Emotions in Coed Running
Events
At the onset of conducting research on coed running events, I expected
institutional and vernacular rhetorics to reflect gender bias through the language.
Whereas the conversation among sport and gender scholars has primarily focused on
gender marking, linguistic sexism, and marginalization of women athletes in “official”
spoken and written rhetorics, I found that sexism in coed running events was usually
covert and manifested through materials, not language. For instance, as I outlined in the
section on affective rhetorics, coed running events ignore issues related to women’s lived
experiences, such as menstruation. The absence of information on the availability on
menstruation products and the taboo on the topic contributes to women feeling guilt and
shame. I certainly do not believe that it was the intention of race directors to purposefully
exclude women’s needs. Nonetheless, women’s needs are excluded because of the lack of
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thought given to them. I argue that this is a direct reflection of the leadership in charge of
the events, which is primarily composed of white cisgender males. Vernacular rhetorics
in coed running leverage embodied vernacularity to allow women’s bodies to speak
through action. One example of this embodied vernacularity as Kiran Gandhi’s radical
act of free bleeding during the London Marathon to raise awareness to issues related to
menstruation. The rhetorics of coed running events also “speak” through the urban design
of the city and the interaction of the runners with the environment.
Another unexpected discovery I made upon exploring the relationship between
space, place, and gender, coed running events, is that coed running events provide a safer
space for women to run than unsanctioned locations provide. In the city’s urban design,
dark alleys typically ward off women runners. However, during coed running events,
those dark alleyways are lit, and race marshals and police provide a close watch on all
runners’ safety. Where a street filled with bars usually represents a scary place for
women, coed races reclaim those spaces and allow runners to own those streets. In this
manner, the coed running events, held in cities where violence and harassment are
prevalent, offer a safe reprieve. The conclusion on rhetorics in coed running events
certainly is not a black and white issue. While institutional rhetorics in coed running
events articulate inclusivity and safety in many respects, including safe toilet access, safe
spaces to run, and inclusivity across genders and cultures, several areas for improvement
remain, particularly related to ignoring important considerations for women, such as
access to menstrual products and restrooms along the racecourse.
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As I demonstrated in this chapter, as well as Chapter 2, a common through-line is
that women runners are expected to act altruistically, running for someone outside of
themselves. As we saw in Chapter 2, in the nineteenth century, women’s leisure
activities were heavily influenced by their ability to help a woman attract and keep a man,
become a better mother, or raise money. One way in which this is expressed in coed
running events is through the expectation for women to raise money for charity. Through
my research, I discovered that women raise more money for charity than men—this is
partially because charities specifically target women and deploy pathos as a rhetorical
strategy to solicit donations. However, vernacular spaces reveal a more insidious side to
running to raise funds for charity. Given outrageous fundraising goals that are nearly
impossible to meet, many women end up having to pay out of pocket or face challenging
stressors to raise enough funds in the tight timeframes provided. In this manner, the
effects of the expectation for altruism in women are damaging to women’s pockets and
time.
Looking forward to Chapter 4, I pull the thread on the rhetorical theme of
violence, part of the everyday experience for women runners. During training runs for
coed running events, women face violence and harassment that propels them to train on
the treadmill or track instead of on the road. Whereas in this chapter, I focused on how
coed running events offer a safer environment for women, Chapter 4 finds that women
are targets of violence and harassment in women’s running events.
1

When the race debuted in 1977, there were 6,000 runners. This local race lacked

significant resources and runners spent the majority of the 26.2 miles trudging down a
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barren highway. As a result, there were very few spectators, as the terrain was
inaccessible.
2

Top 13 Marathons in the World according to Medium are: Boston Marathon,

London Marathon, New York City Marathon, Berlin Marathon, Chicago Marathon,
Tokyo Marathon, Paris Marathon, Dubai Marathon, Amsterdam Marathon, Toronto
Waterfront Marathon Frankfurt Marathon, LA Marathon, and Rotterdam Marathon.
3

As an example of how cities are designed for men, consider how financial and

business districts kept separate from schools or residential areas. This design reinforced
traditional gender roles with men commuting into the city to work and women staying at
home and shuttling the children to and from school.
4

As a case in point, consider how a cluster of bars or clubs on a dimly lit street

can offer different connotations for men and women.
5

A recent news story highlighted how two men, Steve Mosqueda and Sean

Benjamim “pulled off one of the greatest drinking feats in Chicago history” by visiting 64
bars over a three-day period, walking 24 miles. These men did not have to worry about
their safety during this drunken feat. Benjamin said, “People were saying that we might
want to have somebody protect you, but it was really blown out of proportion” (Breen).
6

A runner’s staging area is the section of the race where runners wait prior to

entering their corral. In this section, runners often stretch, consume pre-race fuel, and use
the restroom.
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7

Race corrals are based on the runner’s expected finish time and a proof of

previous race time. The faster the runner, the earlier their corral start time. Conversely,
the slower the runner, the further back they will be.
8

Ted Metellus is the first Black race director of any of the Abbott World

Marathon Majors races. This comes off the heels of the chief executive officer of the
New York Road Runners, the group that organizes the New York City Marathon, is
stepping down, and new leadership will be sought amid concerns about racism and other
biases in the organization. Michael Capiraso, who has been at the helm for five
years, will step down on Dec. 31, the club said in a statement issued Monday. Earlier this
year, a group that said it was made up of former and current NYRR employees started an
online petition, saying: "For years, we have been experiencing racism, bias, and bullying
that goes unchecked” (“Abbott”).
9

The lack of access to menstrual products is much more serious in the developing

world. Not only does the cost make them inaccessible, but in areas in which a woman’s
virginity is extremely protected, tampons are not an option.
10

A study by Women's Philanthropy Institute at the Center on Philanthropy at

Indiana University found that women are more likely to give to charity, and they give
more on average than men across nearly every income level (Candid).
11

2018 figures not yet available.

12

4:34:13.
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CHAPTER FOUR
PRINCESSES AND DIVAS: A FEMINIST RHETORICAL ANALYSIS OF
WOMEN’S RUNNING EVENTS
In 2020, Walt Disney World recruited “princesses” to visit the most “magical
place on earth” and run 13.1 miles through their theme parks for the Walt Disney World
Princess Half Marathon. I am among the 20,000 women who have registered and are
ready to participate in the weekend-long extravaganza filled with shopping, dining, and
running—and I am also celebrating my eighth consecutive year running this annual
event. Fellow runners spent months preparing for the event, training their bodies for
mileage, planning, designing, and buying their running costumes. Many of us plunked
down wads of cash to purchase exclusive merchandise at the race expo ranging from
expensive designer bags to custom-designed jewelry.
The morning of the race, we awake at 3:00 a.m. and gather on the Disney shuttles
that will transport us from the luxurious Disney resort to the park. As I sit uncomfortably
on the bus, my seatmates’ pink tutu crinkles, and her fairy wings brush the side of my
face. An echo of “I’m sorry” rings through the venue as women balk at the thought of
taking up too much space. As we walk from the staging area to our corrals, the din of
music and nervous chatter assault our ears. The throng of women stand shivering in the
corrals waiting for the race to start, which could be upwards of an hour. Several of us
stare longingly at the VIP tent in the distance, reserved for those who chose to pay an
extra couple hundred bucks to have a heated shelter equipped with a breakfast buffet,
private restrooms, and cloth-lined tables. As each corral inches closer to the starting line,
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women appear jittery, many of them bouncing up and down to stay warm. The incessant
chatter fades into silence, and women begin glancing around at their fellow runners. One
cannot help but notice the sea of white faces—both in the crowds and on the race
signage, materials, and hosts.
Many women dress as Disney princesses—either overtly in full costume or
covertly through a practice called Disneybounding—the ritual of wearing stylish outfits
inspired by a particular character (Koerner). At mile seven, there is an opportunity for
each runner to feel like a “real princess” and take a photo with a Disney prince holding a
crystal slipper on a red pillow in front of Cinderella’s Carriage. Many runners stop to take
pictures at each mile marker, which features a digital display and billboard highlighting a
different (heteronormative) Disney couple. Finally, we are draped with a huge shiny gold
medal featuring Cinderella as we cross the finish line. “Fairy Godmothers” stand by to
sprinkle us with fairy dust (glitter) before we grab our snack box, a bottle of water, and
an obligatory banana. After the race, many of the runners commemorate the occasion
with a lavish celebration, including a trip to the Disney park, a massage at the luxurious
on-site spa, or dinner at one of the many fancy restaurants on the property. Women strut
around the park with their medals around their necks as a symbol of celebration for the
physical health, leisure time, and material wealth that afforded this accomplishment.
While this story captures my personal experience at the Walt Disney World
Princess Half Marathon, the essence of the story represents the lived experience of many
women runners. This chapter examines the gendered rhetorics within women’s running. I
define women’s running events as organized runs comprised of more than 50 percent
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women runners. I consider the rhetoric of women’s running for three women’s running
events in 2019 and 2020: Disney’s Princess Half Marathon (February 2000), Divas Half
Marathon (December 2019), and the USA Women’s Palm Desert Half Marathon
(December 2019). I chose these events due to their upstanding reputation, a high
percentage of female participants (all three events in this study have greater than fifty
percent female runners), and rich rhetorical content across both institutional and
vernacular spaces. I want to note that while I am categorizing these events as “women’s
running events,” men are allowed to participate. The Disney Princess Half Marathon is
the largest women-focused running event in the United States (“10th Annual Princess”).
With 20,498 finishers in 2020, 85 percent (17,524) were women (“2020 Princess Half
Marathon Weekend Results”). This event is also one of the most popular running events
in the world. The second women’s running event I chose to study is the Divas Half
Marathon Event. The Diva’s Half Marathon Series attracts 35,000 participants each year,
95-98 percent of which are female (info@runlikeadiva.com). Lastly, I chose the USA
Woman’s Half Marathon because it was advertised as a “luxury race experience,” catered
specifically for women, located in Palm Desert, California.
By exploring these rhetorical themes related to hegemonic femininity in women’s
running, this chapter complements recent feminist scholarship. However, with a few
notable exceptions, sport and gender scholars have paid less attention to the everyday
female runner on sport and gender. Largely, this body of work has focused on
professional athletes and media coverage (Messner, Cooky, Davis, Fuller, Hardin &
Dodd). This chapter illuminates the gendered rhetorical strategies both spoken and
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enacted by and directed towards everyday women runners—and thus provides an
important counterpart to studies of women in sports. As a case in point, Michael Messner,
Margaret Carlisle Duncan, and Cheryl Cooky demonstrate that women’s sports are still
“missing in action” in sports news coverage (“Silence” 39). James R. Hallmark agrees
and argues that the “amount of media coverage does not inherently result in equitable
coverage” (160). Many scholars point out that representation does not translate to
equality.
Similarly, Messner, Duncan, and Cooky report that not much has changed in the
coverage of women’s sports over the years. Messner et al. wrote: “The most striking
finding of our analysis of the quantity and quality of coverage of women’s sports in the
news broadcasts was the lack of change over the decade” (“Silence” 39). Pamela Creedon
et al. add that when women’s sports are covered, the focus is on women’s sexuality
because the attitude is “if sex sells, then sell it” (“Pandering” 188). While scholars have
considered how women athletes are subject to expectations of femininity,
heteronormativity, and acting heterosexy, this chapter examines how everyday women
runners face a double bind in women’s running events. I attempt to demonstrate how
women are faced with the constant message that nothing they do is good enough or
“right”—they are expected to act feminine, but not too feminine—nor too masculine.
Mothers are expected to embrace the societal expectations of motherhood and act selfless
and nurturing, yet they also face criticism for running with their children.
I argue that the rhetorics of women’s running events send the ambivalent message
that women can run—if they fit into the societal hegemonic ideal of the thin, white,
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heterosexual, and affluent woman runner. If she does not fit into this box, her motive for
running should more closely align with that ideal—for example, losing weight or
becoming a better wife or mother. Running is an activity tied closely to moral attributes
of discipline, selflessness, and dedication. Ultimately, I argue that the rhetorics of
women’s running events keep women in an inferior position by focusing on their
femininity, sexiness, motherhood, and morality rather than their identity as a runner.
These rhetorics articulating notions of femininity, heterosexuality, and morality manifest
in both institutional and vernacular spaces.
In what follows, I first explore how women have paved their way to inclusion in
the masculine sport of running by adopting overt articulations of femininity. To avoid
universalizing the elite, white, heterosexual women’s experience, I examine how race,
class, and gender intersect in these spaces of women’s running. I then move to explore
how gender and class relations shape leisure practices. In particular, social and class
stratifications characterize women’s running events. As consumers, runners contribute to
the economic, social, and cultural inequalities between the wealthy and poor. Next, I
examine how the theme of morality is articulated to women runners through expectations
of acting altruistically within the realm of motherhood and conforming to hegemonic
feminine body ideals. Finally, I conclude with a potential hope for spaces of
empowerment to foster inclusivity among historically marginalized groups.
Methods and Theoretical Framework
Similar to the theories I leveraged in Chapter 3, I applied feminist materialist and
embodied vernacularity theoretical frameworks to examine institutional and vernacular
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rhetorics. In this chapter, I also applied an intersectional lens, both from a qualitative and
quantitative perspective. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, reviewing materials through an
intersectional lens allows one to consider overlapping categories of oppression, such as
gender, race, class, and sexual orientation. Kimberlé Crenshaw introduced the concept of
intersectionality in 1989 to provide a metaphor for the unique experiences of black
women, specifically to discuss the “location of women of color at the intersection of race
and gender” (“Mapping” 1245). An opportunity that exists in many works on sport and
gender is applying a lens that understands the lived experiences of all women and does
not universalize the elite, white, heterosexual woman’s experience. Karma R. Chávez
writes “We have a canon, a foundation, a long-standing tradition built around and
informed by singular, monolithic, and homogenous views of identity and subjectivity”
(2). As such, I sought to examine gendered running rhetorics with an intersectional lens.
Shifting now to discuss my methods, to apply an intersectional lens I counted the
number of images that contained racial diversity in the official race materials for all of
the races in this study. For instance, I examined the photographs of race participants
displayed on the websites of these events. Additionally, I analyzed how races were
represented in the materials. For instance, the Disney Princess Half Marathon primarily
used images of white thin heterosexual women. However, when they did portray women
of color, they were typically portrayed in a negative light, such as the depiction of Ursula.
I also analyzed the language in institutional and vernacular spaces to identify the use of
specific terms that carried gendered, raced, and classed notions. For instance, I took a
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deeper dive to understand the rhetorical implications of the word “diva” in relation to
race.
From an institutional rhetorics perspective, I analyzed the race materials,
including the event guides, official websites medals, shirts, and jewelry. I did not simply
observe these materials from afar—I participated in the Disney Princess Half Marathon,
Divas Half Marathon (virtually), and the USA Women’s Half Marathon (virtually). This
allowed me to see and touch the materials first-hand, which provided a greater depth of
exploration. For instance, the USA Women’s Half Marathon provided each race
participant with a Tiffany necklace, which I could see, touch, and wear.
From a vernacular rhetorics perspective, as I shared in my opening story, I ran the
Disney Princess Half Marathon in 2019. This allowed me to experience the event in all its
glory: I shopped at the expo, examining the Dooney & Bourke purses and Pandora
jewelry up close, participated in the VIP experience, took photos with the characters, and
received my sprinkling of pixie dust. I pulled in women’s voices to demonstrate their
lived experiences and I listened to feedback. One example of this “voice” of women
runners is the feedback on women’s fit athletic shirts compared to the unisex shirts. I also
explored the backlash of women fighting against the story published by Self magazine
labeling running in a tutu as “lame.” In congruence with Chapter 3, I consider the author,
audience, and medium when determining if the rhetoric falls into a vernacular or
institutional perspective.
I want to address a potential question that may arise— are the gendered rhetorical
themes in these three women’s races representative of all women’s running events? My
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answer is both yes and no. On the one hand, I am using three women’s running events as
case studies to make my argument. As such, I do not intend to imply that three events
represent the entire world of women’s running. On the other hand, I want to reinforce that
the races I selected are not reflective of a sample bias, and I did not choose them because
I thought I would find specific themes. While these races do have overtly feminine
naming conventions and characteristics, so do most women’s races. I draw attention to
the top ten women races: See Jane Run (provides champagne and chocolates to all
runners), Goldilocks Vegas (“just right” for newbies), Bridge of the Goddess (Goddess
costumes encouraged on the racecourse), and Queen Bee (Costumes encouraged,
chocolates, swag, and “pampering” (Schuckies). In this chapter, I call attention to many
of the same themes present in these races: sexism implicit in the naming convention,
costumes encouraged, and luxurious pampering inclusions. Therefore, I posit that the
women’s events in this study serve as an excellent representation of the world of
women’s running.
Heteronormative Constructions of Femininity
This section critically examines heteronormative constructions of femininity in
women’s running events, including the Disney Princess Half Marathon, Diva’s Half
Marathon, and USA Women’s Half Marathon. To understand the role of rhetorics in
these events, this section provides a discussion of three critical areas. I first explore
rhetorics conveying femininity expectations. I explore both institutional rhetorics and
women’s voices to provide a holistic picture of women’s lived experiences. Next, I
examine the juxtaposition between the damsel in distress rhetorical trope with violence
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towards women. Similar to what was discussed in Chapter 3, analogous rhetorical themes
were uncovered in women’s running events. Finally, I focus on how these races make
assumptions of heterosexuality and how members of the LGBTQ+ community are
marginalized through these gendered rhetorical practices.
Tutus and Tiaras
This section critically examines both institutional and vernacular rhetorics in
women’s running events, including the Disney Princess Half Marathon, Diva’s Half
Marathon, and USA Women’s Half Marathon. The major issue that needs to be addressed
in this section is understanding how femininity and sexuality are expressed at women’s
running events. To that end, I explore discourse and materials, including linguistic
expressions, clothing, and costumes, that act rhetorically. I demonstrate that institutional
rhetorics indeed emphasize femininity and heterosexuality. Conversely, in vernacular
rhetorics, two primary trends emerge: some women engage in feminine practices in
meaningful and enjoyable ways, and other women leverage dress and costume to act
rhetorically to speak out against hegemonic femininity expectations. Overall, I argue that
the implications of rhetorics in women’s running events are nuanced. Institutional
rhetorics make assumptions about heterosexuality, which marginalizes women.
Additionally, women are met with criticism for running in these races, as demonstrated
below with the article from Self. However, vernacular rhetorics show that women engage
in embodied vernacularity to take control of the narrative and engage in ways that are
meaningful to them.
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I join the conversation in feminist rhetorical scholarship about women leveraging
a “feminine style” as a rhetorical strategy. In the introduction, I discussed how feminist
rhetoricians, including Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, Carol Mattingly, and Roxanne
Mountford, have uncovered themes of women leveraging a “feminine style” on the public
stage in their clothing and the pulpit to appeal to their audiences and enhance their ethos.
Campbell observed the double bind experienced by women rhetors. Campbell posits,
“women are suspected of being unwomanly if they stood and spoke in ‘masculine’ public
spaces but, simultaneously, needed to display ‘femininity’ on stage to gain the audience’s
goodwill” (221). Similarly, Mattingly discovered the relationship between the feminine
style of women rhetors’ dress and their ethos, stating "women rhetors’ visual appearance,
marking gender (feminine) and intersecting with location (public and improper for
women)," could either sustain or undermine "credible ethos" (5). Mountford uncovered
the same phenomenon in the gendered space of the pulpit. She writes: “Rhetorical style
had historically been relegated masculine and feminine characteristics, with those
attributes assigned the feminine presented in negative terms” (13). As evidenced, all three
feminist rhetoricians have called attention to how women have had to adopt a feminine
style to be accepted into traditionally masculine spaces. I extend this concept to women’s
running, as women runners leverage a “feminine style” to succeed in the world of
running. In Chapter 1, I introduce this concept and set the stage for my argument that
women runners face a double bind—they are viewed as “unwomanly” if they do not
participate in the acts of dressing in costume, having “pixie dust” sprinkled on them at the
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finish line, or taking pictures with their “prince.” However, these same feminine practices
result in them not being taken seriously and a devaluing of their contributions.
I also bring sport and gender scholars into this discussion, particularly
surrounding femininity. Creedon writes about women athletes:
If she wishes to be accepted in contemporary American culture, a strong,
self-sufficient, even muscular Artemis archetype must make offerings to
the beauty myth. She can engage in fitness and exercise for the purpose of
weight reduction and body toning, or she can overemphasize her
“femininity.” (280)
Creedon articulates that women have had to over-rotate on communicating their
femininity to be accepted in our patriarchal society that values a woman’s beauty above
all else.
This sentiment is consistent across sport and gender scholarship. Iris Young
points out that young girls become socialized at a young age to adopt feminine
expectations, writing, “The more a girl assumes her status as feminine, the more she takes
herself to be fragile and immobile and the more she actively enacts her own body
inhibition (28). Laurel Davis correlates this association with femininity to power, writing,
“The notions that women are vastly different from men, overly emotional, childlike,
physically weak, dependent on men, and connected to nature (rather than civilization)
have been used to limit women’s power” (28). Whereas I agree with these scholars that
women have been socialized to adapt to expectations of femininity, I add to this
scholarship by bringing in feminist rhetorical scholarship that critically examines why
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women have had to adapt these feminine styles and what this means rhetorically. In other
words, I critically examine how women adopting a “feminine style” in sports is criticized
because women are not adopting the traditional (male) style. I also argue that
assumptions are made that the feminine style is negative, less-than, and othered, but
viewing women’s engagement with that lens plays into patriarchal society’s values.
The official clothing in the women’s running events examined in this study
encourages women to adhere to heteronormative standards of femininity. Femininity is
gendered with a heterosexual aesthetic and is typically displayed with overt
characteristics of feminine behavior, such as acting delicate, innocent, frail, and pure.
Consider how the Diva’s Half Marathon includes pink tutus, pink feather boas, and
sparkling tiaras in every race packet “(Diva’s Running Series”). The image of a woman
running decked out in a tutu personifies these events and is plastered on many of the
official marketing artifacts. The expo at the Disney Princess Half Marathon is filled with
fluffy tutus and jewel-studded tiaras (“2021 Virtual Disney”). Sparkle Athletic, one of
runDisney’s sponsors, sells sequin tutus in almost any color and design imaginable
(Sparkle Athletic). Frequently these tutus are designed after a highly sexualized version
of the Disney princesses, further emphasizing femininity and heterosexuality.
One way that heteronormative standards of femininity are articulated in women’s
running events is the fitted nature of women’s official race shirts. All three events in this
study provide a specific “women’s athletic cut” shirt in their race packets rather than the
traditional “unisex” design that most coed races offer (“2021 Virtual Disney,” “Diva’s
Running Series,” “USA Women’s Marathon”). There are material differences in the style,
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nips, and tucks between the unisex race shirt and the “women’s athletic cut.” This serves
as a case in point for what sport and gender scholar Vicki Krane argues, that "women are
expected to conform to stereotypical expectations of femininity and beauty in the world
of sports” (115). As a case in point, I draw attention to figure 4.1 to demonstrate the
material differences in the shirt cuts. Notice that the unisex cut is loose and often
oversized, while the women’s cut of the same shirt is tight and fitted with a V-neck to
accentuate cleavage. To illustrate this point further, consider that the measurements for
Disney’s size small “women’s cut” shirt is 25 ½ inches long and 17 ¾ inches wide in the
chest while their “unisex cut” is 27 ½ inches long and 18 ½ inches wide
(“PrincessSizeChart”).

Figure 4.1: Example of small women’s shirt and small unisex shirt
I acknowledge the viewpoint that women’s shirts may be smaller because women’s
bodies are smaller. However, I want to make it clear that I am not making the argument
that the shirt size is the reason they reinforce the expectation for women to look
heterosexy. Rather, I argue that the combination of features, including the shorter sleeves,
V-neck, and nipped waist, do not simply shrink the size of the shirt to accommodate a
women’s body. These adjustments were made to accentuate a woman’s body by
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highlighting her chest, waist, and arms. Many women in the running community
complain about the fitted nature of the women’s cut shirts. Consider the post from
Courtney Crabtree, a member of the Women’s Running Community Facebook Group:
“Am I the only one who could care less about yet another race t-shirt that is exactly like
all the others? What woman with an ounce of body fat do those look good on?”
(“Women’s Running Community”). Many other women joined the conversation:
Shannon Lee Strouse added, “I always get a size up in the tech shirts then I can put them in the dryer and not feel bad about myself.”
Dana Rendeane Eads complained, “Tech shirts never fit me. I am not a
size 3, and even if I get the largest size available, they still look horrid.”
She explained further, “The fitted nature of these athletic shirts
demonstrates the expectation for women to display characteristics of
femininity when running.” (“Women’s Running Community”)
I also interviewed several women runners who objected to the fitted nature of women’s
athletic cut shirts. For instance, Lauren Bernstein said, “I hate the way a shirt feels tight
across my chest. I always buy men’s size XXL shirts for that reason. If I feel that a shirt
is too clingy, I am pulling it away from my body all day” (Bernstein). If a woman runner
is distracted by pulling her shirt away from her body the entire time she is running, this
drains energy away from her running effort.
In addition to the fitted nature of the shirts, heteronormative expectations of
femininity are also articulated through the design and color of women’s official race
shirts. Take, for example, the fact that Cinderella was the host princess of the 2020
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Princess Half Marathon. Cinderella appeared on all official race materials, including the
medal, official Disney shirt, and marketing materials (“2021 Virtual Disney”). On the
yellow race t-shirt (see figure 4.2), Cinderella stands with her left hand poised in the air
daintily and her right arm down and back. This is known as the “princess stance.” She
glances back over her shoulder demurely, smiling sweetly. Her hair is perfectly coiffed,
lips stained red, and lashes long and black. Her waist is unnaturally tiny, and her hips are
wide, accentuated by the billow of her dress (“2021 Virtual Disney”). The Divas Half
Marathon shirt is bright pink and has an image of a princess crown above the words
“Divas Half Marathon & 5K”. The color and the images on both of these shirts reinforce
expectations of femininity.

Figure 4.2: Disney Princess Race Shirt 2020

The practice of cosplay, promoted in the vernacular spaces of the Disney Princess
Half Marathon, contributes to heterosexist ideals. Heterosexy is defined as displaying
overt characteristics of heteronormative and sexual behavior. Janet Fink writes: “the
focus on ‘heterosexy’ aspects of the female athlete may serve to reinforce hegemonic
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masculinity, but it does nothing to sell women’s sport” (254). Heterosexiness usually is
articulated through images of women with “overly large artificial looking breasts, high
heels, excessive make-up, revealing clothing or clothing which draws attention to sexual
and erogenous zones” (Dobson 2). One way in which this manifests is through the
practice of running in costume and Disneybounding. Refer to figure 4.3 for an example of
the Disneybounding during the Disney Princess Half Marathon. I draw attention to the
running outfit designed after the princess Snow White, which includes a yellow pair of
shorts with a blue tank top, red bow, sparkling apple earrings, and red running shoes
(Lalakay). While this is a subtle form of dressing up, the participants also cosplay, which
is the more overt practice of wearing a costume from a character from a movie, book, or
video game (“Cosplay”). Figure 4.4 shows a Rapunzel running costume made
specifically for women runners: designed with a short sexy skirt and a corset to
accentuates cleavage, made from spandex to allow for running movement (Etsy).

Figure 4.3: Snow White Disneybounding
running outfit (lalakay)

Figure 4.4: Rapunzel cosplay running
outfit (Etsy)

While the practice of dressing in a princess costume reinforces heterosexist ideals
because the aesthetics are designed to reinforce hegemonic femininity, this ritual also
empowers women to express themselves in ways that are meaningful for them. The
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Disney Princess Half Marathon has occurred annually since 2009 (“2021 Virtual
Disney”). Since its inception, palpable excitement has permeated these vernacular spaces
centered around the planning, designing, and wearing costumes during the event. Women
runners often discuss what costume to wear, share photos, and exchange ideas on outfit
choices to wear during the race (“Disney Princess Half Marathon Weekend 2021”). The
running costume is not just a utilitarian outfit. Instead, it is a fun aspect of the running
experience. Many women get crafty and design princess running costumes; some even
open an online shop and sell them on Etsy, thereby marrying their passion with a viable
business. Women share their excitement about planning and designing in the Disney
Princess Facebook Group. For instance, consider the post from Laura DeVeiga, who
shared a photo of her running costume with the post “costume came today!” (DeVeiga).
Rachel Raybon designed her own running costume and posted “I just finally finished
making my costume! I'm getting excited!” (see figure 4.5). Mary Kate Murphy took a
photo of herself running in her neighborhood in full costume as she rehearsed for her run,
writing:
I did my first run today with my full costume and on paved trails/next to
roads. Several people looked and watched. I still feel slow and much
slower than I'd like to be, but even when I was slow and still sweating, a
little girl told her dad, "Daddy, there's a princess running!" It definitely
made my day! Happy running, princesses! Excited to run with you next
week!” (see figure 4.6).
The voices of women runners in these events are laced with happiness and excitement.
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Figure 4.5: Participant-created Frozen
running outfit (DeVeiga)

Figure 4.6: Participant-created Belle
running outfit (Murphy)

At times, these feminine practices are criticized by mainstream media. Consider
the article published by Self magazine in their monthly column “What’s lame this
month.” Self accompanied the article – which harshly declared that tutus were “lame”
with the blurb: “People think these froufrou skirts make you run faster. Now, if you told
us they made people run away from you faster, maybe we would believe it (DiBlasio).
While that is bad, what is even worse is that the magazine published an accompanying
photo (without permission) of Monika Allen, who was wearing the tutu to raise
awareness of her experience with a cancerous brain tumor, for which she was currently
undergoing chemotherapy. Additionally, she made and sold the tutus to benefit a charity
she founded, GlamRunner, designed to raise money for empowering young girls
(“GlamRunner”). The public outcry from the women’s running community was
tremendous. Consider comments, such as:
Never buying your LAME magazine again. (Guerin)
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How low can one insignificant magazine go to entice their readership.
SHAME ON SELF!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! Do you even know someone who has
gone through cancer, and if you do, then to be able to run let alone stand,
is truly an inspiration to all of us who has gone through Chemo. Even if
she ran in a tutu or a bathing suit you should have asked her about the
reason for the tutu instead of shaming her on your idiotic self-serving
tirade of a slam magazine. I truly used to read your magazine, but will
now get all my health and all articles from other sources. If you truly want
to redeem yourselves you would help her cause by donating money to her
foundation. I am not talking about a few Dollars but instead donate
thousands, then maybe we would know you are truly sorry for your
insulting us who have gone through what she did!!!!!!!! (Castillo)
This is wrong for several reasons. Obviously the tutus are FUN! I would
wear one! What's wrong with having fun, even if that was the ONLY
reason for the tutus? And the fact that they were beautiful superheroes
while she was battling cancer makes it even more perfect. Why would
they want to out anyone down for this? (Miller)
I love these tutus, keep doing what you do! What a great idea to make a
run a lot of fun. (Struinski)
In response to the backlash, Self magazine apologized for their snafu and discontinued
their “What’s Lame this Month” column (DiBlasio). Self’s lame attempt to mock women

185

undermined its journalistic integrity and serves as an example of the constant criticism
women runners face.
I want to make it clear that not all women who run in the Disney Princess Half
Marathon wear a costume or engage in Disneybounding. Some women even design tshirts to counter these overtly feminine rhetorics. For instance, there are shirts with the
phrases, “This Princess Saves Herself,” “Forget the Glass Slipper, This Princess Wears
Running Shoes,” and “Women Don’t Owe You Shit” (Etsy). Women runners have also
taken to dressing as Disney’s more progressive women characters, such as Merida from
Brave and Elsa from Frozen, to demonstrate strength and empowerment. By dressing in
these outfits and costumes, the clothing acts rhetorically. Women engage in embodied
vernacularity to speak against the embedded expectations of heteronormativity.
Now that I have outlined both how women have engaged with these
hegemonically feminine practices and the resulting criticism in vernacular and
institutional rhetorics, I shift to explain why these practices are rhetorically significant.
When I engaged in this study, I expected to take the strong stance that these
hegemonically feminine practices were troublesome and marginalized women in the
sport. However, I must admit that upon conducting further research, I argue that these
practices are reductive and empowering at the same time. On the one hand, dressing in
heterosexy costumes, taking photos with “princes,” and racing, quite literally, for a glass
slipper all reinforce heterosexuality and position women under the male gaze. On the
other hand, many women enjoy these experiences and find them empowering. As I began
to look critically at the rhetorics, I asked myself—am I criticizing these articulations of
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femininity because they are truly demeaning, or am I criticizing how women are
engaging in the sport because their practices embrace a “feminine style,” that patriarchal
systems devalue? I challenged myself to not judge women’s engagement in the sport
based on traditional (aka masculine) running routines and rituals. Sport and gender
scholar Susan Cahn also criticizes male sporting tradition as correlating “real” athletes as
synonymous with “masculine,” writing “with ‘real’ sport and ‘real’ athletes defined as
masculine, women of this century have occupied only a marginal space in the sports
world” (5). As such, I ensured to not apply a bias in which the traditional (male) sports
practices ruled. Rather, I examined rhetorics in vernacular spaces and discovered that
many women find great joy in participating in these women’s running events, including
adopting the feminine practices. I also call attention to Mountford’s research, which
uncovered the same phenomenon in the gendered space of the pulpit. She writes:
“Rhetorical style had historically been relegated masculine and feminine characteristics,
with those attributes assigned the feminine presented in negative terms” (13). The
practice of running in a tutu or tiara is criticized because feminine running practices are
viewed negatively. In this manner, women are viewed as not “real” athletes simply for
not adhering to arbitrary masculine standards. Given these findings, I do not purport that
hegemonically feminine practices are inherently troublesome, nor do I propose that
women should not engage with them. Rather, the point I argue is that institutional
rhetorics make assumptions about heterosexuality and engage in linguistic sexism, which
marginalizes women. However, vernacular rhetorics demonstrate that women engage in
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embodied vernacularity to take control of the narrative and engage in ways that are
meaningful to them.
Heterosexual Assumptions
In what follows, I argue that women’s running events make assumptions of
heterosexuality resulting in the marginalization of the LGBTQ+ community. One way in
which this is achieved is by positioning men as “pursuers” and women runners as “the
pursued.” At the Divas Half Marathon, women are greeted by shirtless firemen upon
crossing the finish line (“Divas Running Series”). Men sport tuxedos and don each
female finisher with a Tiffany necklace at the USA Women’s Half Marathon (“USA
Women’s Marathon”). At the Disney Princess Half Marathon, women are encouraged to
take a photo with their “prince” (“2021 Virtual Disney”). These rhetorics reinforce
heteronormativity and exclude people of other genders and sexualities.
I join the scholarship on sexuality and sport, specifically examining the
expectations of heteronormativity in women’s running. Scholars have identified an
assumption that if women patriciate in sports, especially if they engage in traditionally
masculine practices, that they are not heterosexual. This serves to discredit women
athletes. Duncan and Messner write “An easy way to discredit female athletes is to cast
aspersions on their sexuality so their accomplishments can be dismissed as abnormal,
freakish, deviant” (“Silence” 183-184). Seagrave et al. added that arguing that the focus
on women’s sexuality “discredit[s] women’s sport and discredit[s] attention away from
the prowess and achievements of female athletes (33). Cahn found that “lesbians found
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sport to be a safe and welcoming environment only if they remained silent about their
sexuality” (203). This has led to women actively disguising their sexuality.
Rhetorics in women’s running articulate expectations of heterosexuality, as
demonstrated through reminding women that their top priority is securing a husband. In
the Disney Princess Half Marathon, each mile marker features a different heterosexual
Disney couple alongside the time clock (see figure 4.7). The movies that portray these
couples focus on the happily ever after rhetorical trope, which is based on women
achieving peak fulfillment when they marry their dream man. The USA Women’s Half
Marathon gives away Tiffany necklaces, which symbolize love, marriage, and
heteronormativity, especially since the jewelry is partnered with the performance of men
placing the necklace around women’s necks after they cross the finish line (“USA
Women’s Marathon”).

Figure 4.7: Disney Princess Half Marathon
1-mile marker sign
As I mentioned in the introduction, I was cautious not to reinforce faulty gender
binaries in my study of women’s running events. I set out to understand the gendered
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experience of all women, not just heteronormative cisgender females. Overall, there was a
gap in rhetoric demonstrating gender and sexuality diversity. As I explored the numerous
social media groups dedicated to these events, I noticed that there was not much attention
given to members of the LGBTQ+ community participating in these events. Perhaps, it is
because there is not a desire for participants to self-identify. In fact, even after combing
the internet for hours, I was unable to find accounts of openly transgender runners
describing their experiences at the women’s running events in this study; at the same
time, there are news stories of transgender women competing in The Women’s Olympic
Trials and Boston Marathon, but these do not account for the everyday recreational
transgender athlete (McCarvel). As a case in point, consider the account from Amelia
Gapin, a transgender woman runner, of her experience running at the Boston Marathon:
This really isn’t anything new, trans people have been running marathons
forever. And trans people have been running the Boston Marathon for
years, as well. The only reason this has even become news is because
some asshat decided he needed to write a story about it and erroneously
declare it the first time openly transgender women have run the Boston
Marathon. Eye-fucking-roll. (“Pre-Boston”)
Unfortunately, transgender individuals have not felt safe to live their lives in the open. As
such, they have been forced to run under the radar for years. Gapin argues that by
identifying as a transgender individual running, cisgender people treat it as “voyeurism”
of trans lives.
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Overall, these women’s races convey overt heteronormative expectations and
hegemonic femininity, which are exclusionary, in their rhetorics. As such, the larger
running community could benefit from advocacy. There are groups and clubs such as
Frontrunners that promote running for the LGBTQ+ community and their allies
(Frontrunners). This group not only has clubs across the United States, but it also hosts
“Proud to Run,” an annual race designed to raise funds to support the LGBTQ+
community. I am encouraged by the inclusion this group provides and hope to see more
of this in the running community.
Damsel in Distress and Violence
In this section, I discuss how the dynamic at play in women’s running events
juxtaposes the damsel in distress rhetorical trope with violence towards women. As I
demonstrate, the “damsel in distress” rhetorical trope conveys the message that women
runners need protection—and a man will swoop in to save the day. However, the irony is
that women runners need protection from men, not by men. In what follows, I argue that
women’s running events perpetuate victim-blaming rhetorics, evidenced through
linguistic sexism, self-defense products marketed to women runners, and embodied
violent acts during the race event itself. This messaging is troubling as it proliferates the
thought process that focuses more on how women can change their behavior to avoid
being assaulted or raped rather than holding men accountable for their actions.
The scholarship demonstrates that the portrayal of the damsel in distress rhetorical
trope in these women’s running events are gendered and raced. Sport and gender scholar
James Hallmark conducted a study of sports commentary in women’s basketball and
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discovered that “Unquestionably, the most significant example of hegemony in the
broadcast comes in the damsel in distress theme that was played throughout” (165).
Specifically, he found that the media coverage was biased against Sherri Coale, the head
coach of the University of Oklahoma Sooners women's basketball team from 1996 to
2021. The commentary focused on how Coale would not have obtained that position if it
were not for her male co-coach, referred to as “Prince Charming,” who “interven[ed] on
her behalf and continu[ed] to guide, encourage, and advise her through the rebuilding
process” (165). This trope also positioned Coale as the “cheerleader” while the male
coach was the “master/tactician” (165). The damsel in distress rhetorical trope also has
racialized notions, as Michael Bennet and Vanessa Dickerson argue that the “black
female remains situated: seldom perceived as the body of the “damsel in distress” in
Western culture it is not the rescuable body” (23). In other words, while the “damsel in
distress” rhetorical theme is upsetting, Black women are not even considered in this
narrative.
As I mentioned in Chapter 1, Michael Messner examines the culture of male
sports and its relation to concepts of masculinity. In his research, he discovered two sides
of the issue of men’s violence towards women and its relation to sport. First, he argues
violence in sports “provides linkages among men in the project of the domination of
women” while also “construct[ing] and clarify[ing] differences between various
masculinities” (“When Bodies are Weapons” 213). In other words, it helps men assert
their dominance over women and other men to maintain the contemporary gender order.
Jim McKay, et al add to the conversation of violence in sports with Messner, specifically
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regarding the triad of men’s violence in sports. They argue that “[male] athletes’ violence
against women [is] a product of the hypersexist sports world” (Taking 154). This violence
links the world of sports and sexism.
Having discussed the scholarship surrounding sport and gender, I now shift to
discuss how the damsel in distress archetype manifests in women’s races. Given that the
Disney storylines promote the damsel in distress archetype, it should not be a surprise
that the same rhetorical theme of women needing protection and becoming a victim to
violence is prevalent in the Walt Disney World Princess Half Marathon. Each year the
annual Disney Princess Half Marathon chooses its theme based on a princess or several
princesses from one of the many Disney princess movies—the majority of which are
white. The theme in many Disney movies is that the princess awaits her prince to rescue
her from her unfortunate circumstances. Only when she finally meets her “prince” will
she be happy and live happily ever after. The official materials reinforce this message
through photographs and imagery that matches audiences’ expectations and desires,
which can attract runners but also promote gender stereotypes.
For instance, consider that the “Fairy Tale Challenge” shirt includes the three
fairy godmothers—a concept that positions women in need of saving and having divine
beings intervene to prepare them for marriage. A fairy godmother also sprinkles each
finisher with a dash of glitter upon crossing the finish line, reinforcing a woman in need
of an outside force for strength. The “damsel in distress” rhetorical trope is also
reinforced through the symbolic image of the glass slipper. Runners who win their age
group category receive an award shaped like Cinderella’s glass slipper, and during the
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race, there are photo opportunities with Prince Charming holding a glass slipper on a
pillow (see figure 4.8). The glass slipper symbolizes a woman’s identity, a man
determining a woman’s worth, and the need for a man to “save” a woman from her
circumstances. Consider that Prince Charming uses the glass slipper as a method to find a
woman worthy of his partnership. When he arrives on the scene, he “saves” Cinderella
from a life of drudgery, reinforcing the “damsel in distress” rhetorical trope.

Figure 4.8: Cinderella glass slipper

The vernacular rhetorics in women’s running events also promote the male
“protector” archetype. At the Disney Princess Half Marathon, several vendors, who are
not affiliated with Disney, manufacture men’s shirts for the Disney Princess Half
Marathon with the phrase “Princess Protection Agency” and “Princess Security” (Etsy).
These phrases reinforce the message that the princesses (women runners) need protection
and saving. However, as I mentioned earlier in the section on heteronormative
expectations of femininity, women are fighting back against that notion by developing
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their own empowering t-shirts, such as this one with the words “This Princess Saves
Herself” (Etsy) (see figure 4.9). As seen through these examples, the vernacular space of
the Disney Princess Half Marathon conveys both this damsel in distress trope and
empowering messages.

Figure 4.9: Princess Protection Agency
shirt (Vinylexpresstee)

Figure 4.10: This Princess Saves Herself
shirt (Blackbirdflyboutique)

Some might wonder if women sign up for a “Disney” themed race, shouldn’t they
expect the rhetorical tropes from the movies to carry over? Of course, one could make the
argument that women who sign up for a Disney race should fully expect the “damsel in
distress” archetype to make an appearance. While a fair point—the matter becomes
complicated when tied to the rhetorical themes of women needing protection alongside
the violence in these events. Women do not sign up for the misogyny, harassment, and
violence that manifests, partly because of this trope. There is also a hint of irony in the
“damsel in distress” archetype, given that the lived reality is that women do not need
protection by men, they need protection from men. Consider the data point that I
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discussed in the introduction regarding the study conducted by Runner’s World found
that 84 percent of women have been harassed or assaulted while running—94 percent
reported that the perpetrators were men (Keefe). To illustrate this point, in the vernacular
rhetorics of the Disney Princess Half Marathon, consider the “Dead Last Start
Challenge.” David Thompson created this challenge in the vernacular space of the Disney
Princess Half Marathon Facebook group in 2015. In the rulebook for the “Dead Last Start
Challenge” Thompson urges fellow male participants to start in the last corral at the
Disney Princess Half Marathon and count the number of “princesses” (aka women
runners) passed, which he calls “kills.” Thompson posted:
12,816 kills this year. My yearly adventure in masochism running. As
most of you know, I start Princess from the very back. The goal is to see
how many princesses I can pass getting to the finish line. This year I even
passed half the Princes too. Today's goal was a 2:55 finish. Since I PRed
my 10K yesterday, I didn't think I could do too much better than that. The
day started way back behind Corral P. (Thompson)
Thompson’s statement personifies the problem of hegemonic masculinity in sports and
the harmfulness of embodied vernacularity. By using the terminology “kills,” he is using
violent linguistic sexism to demonstrate his masculinity and power over women.
Thompson’s misogynist practice articulates his belief that the physical strength of
men dominates the fragile and weak female body. This should not be surprising, as sport
and gender scholars have purported that the world of sports “a predominantly male
discourse [that] tends to be militaristic, sexual and even violent” (Fuller 7). Exemplifying
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the victim-blaming rhetorics, when confronted about the misogynist roots in this practice,
Thompson becomes defensive of his position and claims that anyone that has a problem
with this practice continues to “insist on being offended” (Thompson). He does not take
accountability for his actions; rather, he defends his misogynist approach while blaming
his victims. There is clearly not an altruistic purpose hiding in the margins of his practice.
The women in the race are unknowingly victims of his “kills;” as a result, their embodied
experience is dehumanized. In an alternate universe in which women do not suffer
violence at the hands of men, possibly using the terminology “kills” to express passes
would not be as damaging—but that is not the case.
Having established that women’s running events reinforce the “damsel in
distress” rhetorical trope and that women runners are victims of “male on female
violence,” I now consider how self-defense products, specifically designed for women
runners, reinforce victim-blaming rhetorics. The vast market of women’s self-defense
products emerged due to the prevalence of violent attacks and harassment against women
while running and are a popular item for sale at race expos. I argue that these self-defense
products act rhetorically, reinforcing what women can do to protect themselves versus
what men can do to halt violence against women. For example, at the Disney Princess
Half Marathon Expo, booths were set up with displays of Blingsting: a pink jewelstudded can of pepper spray that comes with a cute charm that clips onto a purse
keychain or leash (Blingsting). The “Go Guarded Ring” offers a knife hidden in a heavyduty plastic ring, allowing runners to quickly stab their attacker (GoGuarded). These
gendered self-protection products are marketed towards women using traditionally
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gendered colors and materials, reinforcing the message that even when protecting
themselves against violence, women must remain feminine. This rhetoric is troublesome
because it reinforces victim-blaming rhetoric that is more focused on what a woman can
do to combat violence rather than addressing the root cause for why men are engaging in
violent acts against women.
Lady of Leisure
In this section, I delve deeper into the specific rhetorical themes surrounding
leisure and women in recreational running. I argue that the experience of women runners
is characterized by consumerism and an accumulation of material goods. This results in
social stratification and feelings of cultural inferiority. Given the correlation between
running as a leisure activity and the associations of leisure and wealth, it should not be
surprising that the simple act of participating in these women’s running events sends a
message on its own—one conveying a lifestyle that can afford to travel and spend
thousands of dollars on leisure activities. Next, I examine the consumerism at these
women’s running events, providing a deep-dive analysis of the costs associated with
running these events to demonstrate the articulation of wealth through luxurious materials
and experiences. I end with an exploration of how haunting whiteness manifests in
women’s running events and the intersectionality with gender, race, and class.
Wealthy Ever After
In what follows, I discuss how women’s running events reinforce the rhetorical
trope of indulgent women who enjoy expensive luxuries. In what follows, I turn
specifically to explore the rhetorics of luxury in women’s running events. I bring the
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scholarship on leisure to the conversation to explore the relationship between gender,
leisure, and wealth. Uniquely, in women’s races, both institutional and vernacular spaces
convey connotations of wealth, luxury, and privilege. The act of participating in women’s
running events, such as the ones in this study, conveys that one has both leisure time and
money, holding connotations of class. To contribute to this idea, the races offer an
embarrassment of riches—from jewelry to designer bags to champagne and massages—
to articulate the suggestion of wealth and privilege, resulting in making the act of running
in a women’s running event a classed activity.
Women’s running events inhabit a space of privilege given that they require two
things: leisure time and money. As such, it is essential to examine the interconnected
relationship between leisure and gender to understanding the nuanced and complex
phenomena of leisure experiences in women’s running. Gender and leisure scholar Diana
Parry calls for “feminists continue to deepen understandings of the ways in which leisure
influences gender and gender influences leisure” (2). This is an essential concept for my
work because these women’s running events both influence the gendered experience
while gender also affects the design of the events. Shaun Best joins the conversation
declaring: “leisure influences gender and gender influences leisure” (6). I enter this
conversation on leisure and gender and add the perspective of the rhetorical trends,
specifically at women’s running events.
While one could argue that running is a leisure activity that one can engage in
with minimal financial investment, the lived reality is that there are financial
stratifications in the sport. Similar to leisure scholar Chris Rojek, I argue that there is a
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cultural cachet associated with the sport of running. There are social expectations for
buying the right running shoes, clothing, and gear. While it is certainly possible to simply
walk out of the door and start running without any of these items, the lived reality is that
it is immensely more difficult without them. Leisure scholar Beth Kivel argues, “Leisure
as a context for identity formation should not only focus on the individual but should also
focus on the cultural ideologies which shape and influence the individual” and “the next
step is to begin to understand how leisure contexts contribute to a hegemonic process
which creates ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’” (204). An aspect of how these insiders and
outsiders are established in running is through how consumerism influences our
understanding of gender and social class norms.
One way in which leisure is classed in women’s running events is through race
location. Similar to Parry, I found that leisure is classed because it requires both “money
and time to travel” (86). To illustrate this point, the luxurious (and expensive) race
locations for women’s races include Palm Desert, California; Walt Disney World,
Florida, and San Juan, Puerto Rico—each location representing a luxury experience.1
Consider that a vacation to Walt Disney World is an expensive endeavor. During the
Walt Disney World Princess Half Marathon Weekend, the Disney resort rates range from
$260 to $4,482 a night.2 This does not include the other expenses, such as the race
registration itself ($188 for the marathon and $350 for the Fairy Tale Challenge), Walt
Disney World Park Tickets ($116.09-$169.34 per day), food, souvenirs, merchandise
purchased at the Health and Fitness Expo, or any other add-on experiences (Testa).3
Given that the most common trip length is five days, one can see how the cost quickly
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adds up. The USA Women’s Half Marathon event held in Palm Desert, California,
follows this same pattern of wealth and luxury. Located in the Coachella Valley, Palm
Desert is known as the “World’s Golf Capital” and has numerous country clubs. (“USA
Women’s Marathon”) This city is also home to many people of wealth, including Bill
Gates. In reviewing the map of the racecourse, one can see the numerous country clubs
and golf courses along the path. All these events are held in locations that connotate an
air of wealth and social status.
The USA Women’s Half Marathon reinforces the rhetorical trope that women
enjoy expensive luxuries through their inclusion of high-end clothing for every runner.
As a boutique race— a small recreational running event with high-end giveaways and
swag—participation was fairly small, at 2,242 participants, but the overt displays of
wealth were abundant (“USA Women’s Marathon”). The USA Women’s Half Marathon
event is advertised as a “luxury race experience” and promotes extravagant experiences
and materials that are not common in any other races, including Lululemon finisher’s
shirts, Tiffany jewelry, massages, and mimosas (USA Women’s Half Marathon). Each
one of these items drips with connotations of wealth. Lululemon is an expensive athletic
apparel company where a simple pair of running tights cost $128, a long-sleeved running
“race-length” technical shirt will run a buyer $78, and a simple sports bra is $88
(Lululemon).4 Compare those costs to athletic apparel at Old Navy, a mid-price retailer,
in which a racerback running tank is $8, a pair of running leggings are $30, and a sports
bra is $15 (“High-Waisted”). The connotation of the brand Lululemon is associated with
wealth—vernacular rhetorics surrounding the brand conjure up images heteronormative,
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upper-class, white, thin women. As such, the race offering this product communicates an
air of extravagance. It is unheard of to offer a Lululemon branded shirt as part of the race
packet. For context, the larger coed races partner with sporting apparel companies—The
Chicago Marathon partnered with Nike, and the Boston Marathon partnered with
Adidas—which not only have a lower price point, but the brand is associated with sport
rather than luxury (Bank of America Chicago Marathon; “Boston Marathon”).
Women’s running events also convey connotations of wealth through jewelry
offerings. Jewelry has implications with patriarchal symbols of power, money, and
control. Given the associations of women and jewelry, it should be no surprise that all
three women’s recreational running events in this study, Diva’s Half Marathon Series, the
Disney Princess Half Marathon, and the USA Women’s Half Marathon, use jewelry as a
marketing tactic. In the USA Women’s Half Marathon, men in tuxedos adorn female
finishers with Tiffany necklaces as they cross the finish line (“USA Women’s
Marathon”). Tiffany is a luxury jeweler, and the brand is the epitome of elegance,
offering expensive and timeless pieces. According to its website, Tiffany is “recognized
as an international symbol for style, sophistication, and unparalleled design” (Tiffany).5
Pandora jewelry makes an appearance at both the Divas Half Marathon and Disney
Princess Half Marathon—offering charm and custom-princess jewelry, respectively. And
at the Disney Princess Half Marathon, Pandora sponsors an entire booth that sells
custom-designed pieces of jewelry. They have a wide selection—from Cinderella’s
Sparkling Carriage Charm ($100) to princess-inspired rings to a necklace engraved with
the race distance. This practice does differ from coed races, as I am not aware of any
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coed running event that offers jewelry in lieu of a race medal. The inclusion of jewelry
makes a statement beyond fashion—it reinforces the old adage that “diamonds are a girl’s
best friend.” This practice reinforces heteronormativity, femininity and has connotations
of wealth.
The medals in women’s running events also reinforce the rhetorical trope that
women enjoy luxurious material items. Most coed races offer small, inconspicuous
medals. For example, the medal for the Boston Marathon, arguably the most famous
marathon in the world, is actually quite small and boring compared to the audacious
shiny medals for women’s races—measuring two inches by three inches (“Boston
Marathon”). Conversely, the Disney Princess Half Marathon medal is four inches by five
inches (“2021 Virtual Disney”). There is also a noticeable difference in the size,
ornateness of the design, and shine between the medals, with women’s running event
medals appearing much more elaborate. Consider the shine, color, and design differences,
such as the glittery pink sparkle of the Diva’s Half Marathon compared to the dull nickel
used for The Chicago Marathon. The common message between the jewelry, clothing,
and medals in women’s running events is that these events are associated with leisure and
luxury.
There is a stratification across participants in women’s running events designed to
articulate notions of wealth. One way in which this stratification occurs is through
offering “extras,” such as race photos, the race retreat, and an after-run massages.
Throughout the course at The Disney Princess Half Marathon, photographers capture
photos of runners, both with characters and candid running shots. However, if runners
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want to have access to those photos, they must purchase a Disney World PhotoPass,
which ranges from $169-$199 (runDisney).6 There is also an option to purchase a “Race
Retreat” package, which is $120-$230 (runDisney). This package includes a temperaturecontrolled tent with both pre-race and post-race amenities, including a warm place to sit
and stretch, a brunch buffet, private restrooms, a private bag check, and Disney character
experiences. Many runners also book a post-race massage at Senses Spa, which is $150
for a fifty-minute massage (Mousesavers)7. Everything at Walt Disney World is
expensive—from a $4.50 bottle of water to dinner at Victoria & Albert’s that starts at
$250 per person—which equates to the experience itself communicating a message of
privilege (Walt Disney World).8 The inherent problem with this stratification is that it
divides women into groups of “haves” and “have nots” based on wealth.
The gross display of vast consumerism at the women’s running event expos
contributes to the rhetorical trope that women enjoy expensive luxuries. Most major races
hold “race expos” in the days prior to the main event. Race participants pick up their race
packets, which include their official race shirt, bib, and timing chip. Many expos also
invite vendors related to the sport of running to set up booths and promote their company
and sell their goods. However, the size and scope of the expos vary greatly. In women’s
running events, in particular, the race expo becomes not just a place to pick up official
materials but a meaningful part of the event itself. For instance, the Walt Disney Princess
Half Marathon holds a runDisney Health and Fitness Expo for three full days at the
ESPN Wide World of Sports Complex (S. Harris). This massive event sprawls across
four buildings and attracts thousands of shoppers. Not only is every runner required to go
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in person to the expo to pick up their race packet, but oftentimes runners bring their
friends and family as well.
The Disney Princess Half Marathon race expo and associated limited-edition
merchandise create a purchasing frenzy among runners, contributing to the rhetoric of
consumerism. This occurs partly because of the unbalanced supply and demand market
for runDisney merchandise. The event is a haven for collectors who arrive early and buy
excessive amounts of commemorative and limited-edition merchandise to resell on eBay
for profit. This is an extremely profitable secondary market—which causes quite a
controversy among runners. Ongoing chatter in online forums for runDisney events
centers on the fact that the merchandise for the races is extremely difficult to find due to
collectors snatching it up so quickly (“2021 Virtual Disney”). As a result, many end up
paying three and four times more than retail value for race-themed merchandise in the
secondary market. One example of this is the limited-edition commemorative Disney
Princess Dooney & Bourke purses. Dooney & Bourke produces a limited number of these
purses each year, and once they are gone, they are gone (“Disney Dooney & Bourke”).
Women wait in line for hours at the expo for an opportunity to buy the bags, and if they
are not one of the first in line on opening day, they may miss the opportunity completely.
As a result, the purse that originally cost $268 sells for $900 on eBay (“Disney Dooney &
Bourke”). Given the highly sought-after nature of these bags, securing one is highly
contentious. Tempers flare when buyers breach unstated consumer etiquette and buys
multiple items and price gouges on eBay or Facebook Marketplace. All of this adds up to
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the fact that these women’s running events are not only expensive but revel in luxury,
offering amenities and merchandise that the men’s races do not.
In spite of the overt displays of wealth and class in women’s running events
conveyed through the offering of luxurious experiences with status-linked goods,
including jewelry, Lululemon clothing, and designer purses, there are women’s races that
do not embrace these practices. For example, the Publix Women’s Marathon in
Savannah, Georgia, does not offer swag bags, jewelry, half-naked men, nor chocolates,
and mimosas. Other women’s running events fall into this same vein, such as The
Magnificent Mile Chicago Women’s Half Marathon & 5K. This race was started to
“empower women on the 42nd anniversary of Title IX, a federal law requiring gender
equality in education, the workplace, and athletics” (Ruff). However, I argue that the
three events in this study do represent the primary themes in women’s running. Consider
the women’s running events, not in the scope of this study, but also convey connotations
of wealth, including the Women’s Hamptons Half Marathon, The Mermaid Series, The
Cocoa Women’s Half Marathon, Bridge of the Goddess Half Marathon, Queen Bee Half
Marathon, and Goldilocks Vegas: All these events offer similar features to races in this
study, including costumes, swag bags, chocolate, pampering, and champagne. I posit that
these practices are dominant because, in our patriarchal society, women have long been a
channel for flaunting status-linked goods—and these races reinforce the rhetorical trope
that women are an object for displaying economic wealth. Fashion, jewelry, and
accessories have been a symbol for the leisure class, which is reinforced in these races.
Additionally, given that most of these races are held in luxurious destinations, which
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require both money and time for travel, they convey connotations of both leisure time and
wealth—both of which are associated with class.9 Linking together the rhetorical themes
of luxury and leisure communicates a story that running women’s running events is
reserved for those of a higher social status.
Haunting Whiteness
Another rhetorical theme connecting leisure, gender, race, and running is the
haunting whiteness in women’s running events. Both institutional and vernacular
rhetorical spaces are haunted by whiteness—meaning they assume a white audience. The
official marketing materials are primarily geared towards an affluent white heterosexual
female. Racial and ethnic disparities permeate leisure physical activities and intersect
with the rhetorics of women’s running events, resulting in material differences in how
running is communicated to women of different races. One example of this disparity is
the messaging about running conveyed to women through racially charged linguistics like
“divas” and “princesses.” Vernacular spaces are also overwhelmingly filled with
heteronormative white voices. However, there is a glimmer of hope shown through the
embodied vernacularity in diverse running groups.
Several feminist scholars have considered how race, gender, and rhetorics
intersect to form women’s lived experiences. Tammie Kennedy argues that the
overarching racialized order of whiteness functions invisibly to benefit some and oppress
others in our society. One way in which this manifests is through the concept of haunting
whiteness: “a term functioning as a trope with associated discourses and cultural scripts
that socialize people into ways of seeing, thinking, and performing whiteness and
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nonwhiteness” (Kennedy 5). An example of this rhetoric is the term “American” and how
whiteness haunts this identifier. Feminist rhetorician Sara Ahmed argues that diversity
has been institutionalized and that due to "audit culture," institutions are “being judged to
have written an exemplary race equality policy is quickly translated into being good at
race equality. Such a translation works to conceal the very inequalities the documents
were written to reveal” (100). While Ahmed is speaking specifically about universities, I
extend this same concept to women’s running events. Specific policies in place for
running dictate equality, such as Title IX. Still, these policies are more of a check-the-box
activity than a true reflection of equality.
Research shows that in the United States, racial-ethnic minorities are less likely
than whites to engage in physical leisure activity. Some scholars, including William
Cockerham, Kelin Li, and Ming Wen argue that social systems that we live in influence
our ways of living. Li and Wen state, “In theory, racial-ethnic disparities in LTPA
(leisure-time physical activities) participation lie within group differences in
socioeconomic, cultural, and spatial-environmental factors” (147). Cockerham refers to
Bourdieu's notion of “distance from necessity” to explain the way our social class
influences lifestyle (51). Given this reality, many privileged groups may engage in
activities that set themselves apart from lower-status groups.
The differential participation in leisure activities could be one reason why the
institutional rhetorics for women’s running events are overwrought with haunting
whiteness. An example of this haunting whiteness is through the linguistic expression of
“princess,” which is used in the official race materials for the Disney Princess Half
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Marathon. The word “princess” is raced and classed, conjuring up images of a
heterosexual, white, thin, rich woman. Consider that the demographic makeup of the
Disney princesses is overwhelmingly white. There are twelve princesses in the Disney
Princess franchise, 58 percent (seven) of which are white. Of the five non-white
princesses, only one (Princess Tiana) is Black. This correlation is important to understand
because the Disney Princesses from the movies play a significant role in the half
marathon itself, with the princesses making an appearance in the official materials, shirts,
medals, and websites.
Another way haunting whiteness manifests is through the lack of representation of
women of color in official marketing materials. As a case in point, consider that only one
image on the Disney Princess Half Marathon website included a non-white individual.
Their official Disney Princess Half Marathon Facebook page was also overwhelmingly
white (88.5 percent) (“Disney Princess Half Marathon Weekend 2021 Facebook Group”).
Only 7.29 percent of photos included Black women, and 4.1 percent included Asian
women. The USA Women’s Half Marathon did not have any color represented in any of
their marketing materials (“USA Women’s Marathon”).
This lack of racial inclusivity may be the byproduct of a larger issue, which is the
lack of diversity in the leadership for these women’s running events. World Athletics was
founded in 1912 and was originally named the International Amateur Athletic Federation
(IAAF), which I discussed in Chapter 2. According to their website, “World Athletics
was founded to fulfill the needs for a world governing authority, for a competition
programme, for standardized technical equipment and for a list of official records”
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(“World Athletics”). Unfortunately, the executive leadership team for World Athletics
has no Black representation. The only two people of color on their board include a man
from Saudi Arabia and a man of Indian descent—all the women on the board are white.
The race directors for all three women’s running events in this study are white. runDisney
proudly displays their runDisney leadership team on their blog, which is comprised of
three white men. The President of the Continental Event and Sports Management Group,
Robert Pozo, is a heterosexual white male who calls his wife “Diva-in-Chief” for her
work on coordinating the Divas Running Series for his company (“Company History”). I
cannot help but be dismayed not only by the lack of racial inclusivity but also by the
overt heterosexuality in the leadership of these events. The representation at the top could
explain why white cisgender heterosexuality is pervasive in the rhetorics at these events.
Another possible explanation for the lack of diversity in the institutional rhetorics
for women’s running events may be because the majority of runners are white. A recent
study found that 90 percent of “Core Runners” (those who enter running events and train
year-round) are white. This is a significantly higher percentage than runners who are
Hispanic (5.1 percent), Asian (3.9 percent), and Black (1.6 percent) (“2018 National
Runner Survey”).10 But we should evaluate this phenomenon critically and question
whether the race is marketed to white women because white women run or if women of
color do not run these events because they do not see themselves represented in the
materials.
The rhetorics of the Divas Half Marathon connect the word “diva” with the Black
female runner. Several Black studies scholars, including Kimberly Brown and bell hooks,
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argue that there are racial undertones to the word “diva.” Brown argues that a diva is
thought to be a Black woman who is out of control, stuck on herself, privileged, and
spoiled. hooks argues that the label of “diva” given to young women conveys
“specialness but carries with it the connotation of being just a bit out of control, stuck on
oneself” (100). What hooks is saying is that there are comingling preconceived notions of
race and gender that shape our understanding of the term. While it is not conclusive that
the Divas Half Marathon race purposefully uses the term diva in direct association with
the Black female, it is noteworthy that the Divas Half Marathon official website
represented the most racial diversity of any running event in this study. Their website
contains a rotating photo carousel of which 78 percent were women of color. Black
women were featured in 32 percent of the images, and Asian women represented 15
percent (“Divas Running Series”). I have mixed feelings about this discovery—on the
one hand, racial diversity is a step in the right direction for inclusion. On the other hand, I
am concerned about the event’s use of the word “diva” in parallel with depictions of
Black women: especially because the race leadership is white. Unfortunately, I am not
able to compare the racial representation in the marketing materials with the
demographics in the race, as the Divas Half Marathon has not responded to multiple
inquiries requesting this information.
Despite the lack of racial diversity in the institutional rhetorics, hope remains
within vernacular spaces dedicated to inclusion in the sport. Black Girls Run!, RunGrl,
Sikhs in the City, diversewerun, and Muslimahs On the Run are all community running
groups dedicated to inclusivity in the sport of running. Through the use of vernacular
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rhetorics in social media channels, women can encourage inclusivity and diversity. Black
Girls Run and RunGrl are both dedicated to the inclusion of Black women in the sport of
recreational running. Black Girls Run sells a variety of merchandise with their
organization name emblazoned on the front, which makes the group visible in running
events. Multiple groups across the United States offer great opportunities for
participation. With a mission “to encourage African-American women to make fitness
and healthy living a priority,” groups like Black Girls Run are making a positive
difference in the community (Black Girls Run). I have personally seen this group
represented at all of the women’s running events I have attended and have witnessed
what seems to be a great turnout.
Vernacular spaces also offer a place for the embodied vernacularity for women of
color. Carolyn Su created the diversewerun Instagram account to highlight and
acknowledge the different experiences of BIPOC runners. Su is an excellent example of
the power of embodied vernacularity in online advocacy for women runners, as when
asked by Runner’s World magazine why she chose to become an advocate, she
responded:
I tried to ask some of the more influential leaders in the community
(mostly podcast hosts) to consider why they were focusing on certain
athletes and if they would consider including different types of runners.
After getting “no’s” from those people, I decided to create my own space
that would highlight and share the stories, voices, journeys, and struggles
of BIPOC runners. (Dutch “Carolyn”)
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Su stated that she especially wanted to provide a voice for Asian-American women given
that “the model minority myth makes it so that members of the Asian community are
supposed to assimilate into the white normative structures of society” (Dutch “Carolyn”).
This group dedicated to inclusivity offers hope.
Diverse running groups can help provide a voice for marginalized women by
showing up. Providing a voice by showing up is a touchstone of Liz Barr’s concept of
embodied vernacularity. Embodied vernacularity offers a strategy for negotiating
relationships with asymmetrical power and recovering material entanglements. Embodied
vernacularity leverages the power of the community to challenge the dominant (white,
male, heterosexist, middle-or upper-class) discourse. While these vernacular spaces offer
hope, I must acknowledge that representation for all women of color in women’s running
events is severely lacking. I sought to find representations in women’s running events for
Asian-American, Indigenous, Black, Biracial, Latino, and other women of color.
However, I came upon a roadblock in both representation and scholarship.
As we have seen this year, as demonstrated in the deadly shootings at three spas
in Atlanta, sexualization, violent acts, and marginalization of Asian-American women are
substantial problems. This problem bleeds into the sport of running. However, the
problem is not talked about. With that being said, I am still encouraged by the embodied
vernacularity in participant-led organizations dedicated to promoting recreational running
for specific genders, sexualities, and races. While this certainly does not reflect a utopian
environment of inclusion, it is a step in the right direction. Overall, the lack of diversity
in women’s running official materials leaves much to be desired. Still, I am hopeful that
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the embodied vernacularity in the unofficial spaces will have the power to drive positive
change. I encourage further scholarship on all women of color in running to extrapolate
the cause for this marginalization.
Rhetorics of Morality
The undercurrent of morality runs beneath the surface of women’s running events.
As I was researching the artifacts at women’s running events, I noticed an unexpected
theme. I anticipated discovering messaging about women’s bodies and weight loss, but I
thought that the messaging would focus on conforming ones’ body to the hegemonic
ideal form for the purpose of appearing sexy. Rather, it was apparent that messaging to
women runners about their bodies was more about morality than anything else.
Separately, as I was mapping rhetorical tropes, I observed recurring themes in
motherhood that anchored back to morality. I had the realization that the messaging in
women’s running events emphasizes that women runners can participate in fitness
activities—if it is for altruistic purposes. In what follows, I examine the rhetorical themes
of morality as it relates to both body size and motherhood. I argue that the linguistics and
materials at women’s running events construct a narrative on motherhood and weight that
conveys binaries of “good” and “bad.” Overall, I posit that the message articulated to
women runners is framed not around health or even appearance, but instead, it centers on
her morality.
Bad Body, Good Body: Moral Discourse on Body Size
At first blush, it may appear that the rhetorics on body size are related to
appearance, but I argue that the discourse is often more closely correlated to morality
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than vanity. In particular, the vernacular rhetorics surrounding women’s running events
frame obesity as a moral failure. Women with a large body size are often portrayed as
morally irresponsible and lacking self-control. And since body size is linked to physical
activity, the resounding message is that fat people are lazy, which reflects negatively on
their moral character. Conversely, it is thought that those who run should be (or are
working to be) thin, which equates to upstanding morality. Women face a double bind as
they are expected to simultaneously loathe their body for its fatness while also loving
their body despite their size. At the same time, women who embrace a larger body are
perceived as bucking traditional norms, including women’s adherence to morality. The
overall messaging conveys that one cannot be both fat and fit, a lesson consistent across
both institutional and vernacular artifacts around women’s running events.
The scholarly conversation on weight and morality focuses on the fact that the
obesity epidemic is a false construct, not truly about health or driven by altruistic
concerns—instead, it reflects a cultural bias against fat people. While both feminist
theories of the body scholars, Sandra Bartky and Susan Bordo, and fat studies scholars,
J.E. Oliver, and Amy Farrell, agree that women endure the disproportionate burden of
condemnation for having a larger body, there are differing theories as to why this occurs.
Bordo argues that the prevailing thought is that excess body weight reflects moral
inadequacy: “fat had become “indicative of laziness, lack of discipline, unwillingness to
conform, and absence of all those ‘managerial’ abilities that confer upward mobility”
(68). Farrell agrees with Bordo and believes that there is and “erroneous notion that
health is synonymous with Fat” (38). Farrell goes on to say there is a belief that “men
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should hold fat women in contempt” and “it is men’s responsibility to discipline fat
women and what is seen as their overabundant sexuality” (72). Following these scholars,
I view morality as a useful lens for understanding the relationship between gender and the
body. What I contribute to this conversation is the lived experience of women runners
and expectations placed on women runners to advocate their morality, adherence to
physical activity, and dedication.
While there is a general consensus among fat studies scholars that weight is
portrayed as a moral issue—and women bear the weight of this judgment—there is a
disagreement among scholars on the relationship between weight and race. Many fat
studies scholars agree that fat phobia is rooted in racism. Sabrina Strings, the author of
Fearing the Black Body, and Michael Bennett and Vanessa Dickerson, authors of
Recovering the Black Female Body, argue that the contemporary ideal of the slender body
is racialized and racist. The health care system in America pushes the thin agenda on
black women and focuses almost entirely on the reduction of weight as a remedy to
disease, promoting the white ideal. Strings explains, “the phobia about fatness and the
preference for thinness, have not, principally or historically, been about health. Instead,
they have been one way the body has been used to craft and legitimate race, sex, and
class hierarchies” (6). Conversely, Oliver argues that among Black and Latino
populations, a large posterior on a woman can be seen as a sign of strength and sexuality.
He believes that in America, white women, in particular, are met with unparalleled scorn
and have been the target for fat bias. He argues, “While public opinion on obesity is more
likely to be defined by enduring social cleavages that anchor our political views, such as
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age, gender, race, and socioeconomic status,” there is “one group that bears the brunt of
our fat bias: white women” (8, 79). As it relates to my research, I correlate themes of the
lack of Black women in running to this discourse on body size, morality, and race.
As I mentioned in Chapter 2, for centuries, women have been judged against their
adherence to society’s moral expectations. In America, prior to the 1880s, the fat body
was one associated with power and wealth, and it was the lean body that was subject to
criticism (Fraser 11). Americans felt that a fat body meant that one could afford food and
stood a better chance at fighting off disease. However, these rhetorics on the body took a
turn in the late 1880s. Several different changes were occurring simultaneously, which
resulted in the shift in views on the body. First, larger amounts of food became available,
and people had to do less work to eat. As the food supply grew, so did our bodies. Bordo
argues that the overabundance of food meant that those who control the production have
more than enough to eat. Therefore, they must exercise a moral choice to resist.
Secondly, the Victorian era imposed a repressive set of moral codes on women (Farrell
43). A part of this morality was based in Puritan beliefs that indulging the body and
appetites was immoral. According to Fraser, it was at that time that “Americans believed
that it was not only a sign of class to be thin but also a sign of morality” (13). And lastly,
in America, the new consumer culture reinforced thinness in fashion by featuring thin
models. The media promoted the unattainable “American dream,” which included
thinness, beauty, and riches to sell their products. With the interlacing of these three
trends, the obsession with thinness became firmly planted in America with roots in
morality.
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Now that we understand how morality and thinness are intertwined, we can
explore how the institutional rhetorics of women’s running events communicate the
message that female runners should be thin and fit. Noticeably, women with larger bodies
are not portrayed in official race materials. For instance, all three events in this study:
Disney’s Princess Half Marathon, Divas Half Marathon Series, and the USA Women’s
Half Marathon, portray thin (and with the exception of the Divas Marathon) white
women in the primary images in their official marketing materials. While I would like to
compare the data on the racial diversity in the marketing materials with the race
participants, when I reached out to Disney, they refused to provide this data. The fact that
they will not divulge this data is telling, and I speculate that the reason is that there are
racial inequalities.
Shifting to explore weight representation, I acknowledge that analyzing images
for size representation is difficult because it is a subjective measurement. I analyzed the
images of women portrayed using a visual guide to classify bodies into normative and
non-normative size representation. For the purpose of this analysis, I will use the term
“fat bodies” to articulate a body that may meet the criteria of being larger than what
society deems as the normative ideal. Only 13 percent of the images on the Diva’s Half
Marathon website included fat bodies. Fat bodies were depicted in only nine percent of
the images on the Disney Princess Half Marathon website, and zero were portrayed on
the USA Women’s Half Marathon website (“Divas Running Series;” “2021 Virtual
Disney;” “USA Women’s Marathon”). None of the official materials included portrayals
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of an obese body. This visual rhetoric conveys that women must be slender and fit to
participate in the sport.
The official race materials in the Disney Princess Half Marathon juxtaposes
morality, weight, and race through character portrayals. As a case in point, consider the
difference in visual representation between Ariel and Ursula on the race medals. The
Disney Princess Half Marathon featured Ariel, the heroine in The Little Mermaid, on
their 5K medal. Ariel represents innocence, morality, and nativity (“2021 Virtual
Disney”). Not coincidently, Ariel is thin, white, beautiful, and heterosexy. Conversely,
Ursula, the villain in the movie, is a fat sea urchin who represents evil, immorality, and
lack of discipline. There is much debate on Ursula’s race—a common perception in the
Disney fan community is that Ursula is a Black woman, although this is met with
criticism because that assumption is made based on stereotypical attributes, such as dress,
makeup, and mannerisms (Cunningham). However, Ursula clearly is not a thin white
woman.
My point in this background is not to discuss the rhetorical tropes in the movie,
rather how these characters served as an inspiration for the medal and shirt designs and
the implications for women runners. The 5K medal and shirt show Ariel swimming in her
purple shell bra and showing off her tiny waist (“2021 Virtual Disney”). While Ursula
has never been featured in the Disney Princess Half Marathon, she was featured in the
Disney Wine and Dine Half Marathon, which is a coed running event. Noticeably, on the
10K shirt, Ursula appeared as a floating head with her body completely removed
(“Disney Wine and Dine”). This conveys the message that Disney did not want to have a
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larger body associated with the running event. All the other princesses not only appear in
marketing emphasizing their bodies, but their thin bodies accentuated. The juxtaposition
between Ariel and Ursula in this event communicates weight as a moral issue where fat is
bad and thin is good.
While it would be nice to think that vernacular spaces could serve as a space for
inclusion, online spaces for women’s running events objectify fat female bodies. One
way in which this manifests is when a woman’s body is juxtaposed with “before” and
“after” shots of weight loss through running (runDisneyrun). The photos are often
accompanied by a story about how she started running, lost weight, and became healthy
and happy. There are so many posts that the group dedicated “Transformation Tuesdays”
for women to share their inspirational stories. At the same time, these posts are often
framed as a source of “inspiration” (runDisneyrun). I argue that these photos actually
reinforce the rhetorical trope that a fat woman can only find success and selfactualization only when she becomes thin. The narrative shared is that once a “fat
woman” loses weight, she will finally live her happily ever after….at least, that is how
the story goes. And a review of these “Transformation Tuesday” posts reveals that the
majority of the photos are of white women, yet again marginalizing the participation of
women of other races.
Yet, while these rhetorics reinforce that women should desire to be thin, there is
also contrary messaging articulating that women should embrace body positivity—
especially Black women. Consider how Runner’s World made Latoya Shauntay Snell the
champion of body positivity for women runners. Runner’s World highlighted Snell in
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their October 2020 issue and highlighted how Snell is a “Runners Alliance ambassador
network as an advocate for runner safety and body politics” (Snell). When Snell ran the
New York Marathon and shared that a man yelled to her, “It’s gonna take your fat ass
forever, huh?” when she between the 22nd and 23rd mile of the race (Snell). When she
shared her experience on social media, her post went viral and was circulated to 15 media
outlets. While this experience occurred in the New York Marathon, her story is widely
discussed in the women’s running community, including the Disney Princess Half
Marathon Facebook Group, Black Girls Run, women’s running race retreats, and
Instagram (Iamlshauntay). On her Instagram page, she receives mostly positive
comments, but also many negative comments:
We're just going to pretend that being morbidly obese has no effect on
how these women do their sports? When you're carrying that much extra
weight, it affects how you walk, your posture, your stance, your form,
your joints, etc. Can we please stop glorifying obesity?? We're killing
ourselves with food (sakura0101) (Whelan et al.).
Right On!! I get it that sometimes genetics play a role, and you're just
predisposed to be fat, and there's nothing you can do about it. But that
statement is only true for a VERY small fraction of people. For the rest of
you, you're fat because you make bad choices when it comes to food and
exercise. It is unhealthy, period. Stop using "genetics" as an
excuse...(nyolua) (Whelan et al.).
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These terms used in the examples above imply a moral framing between “bad” and
“good.” The use of these moral binaries of good or bad conveys the message to women
that their body size is attributed to a moral shortcoming. These sentiments reflect much of
the backlash against runners who embrace body positivity.
Whereas many scholars advocate for body positivity rhetorics, controversially, I
disagree with the majority of body positivity rhetorics. I argue that these rhetorics are still
damaging because they continue to align gender, race, and morality to body weight.
Admittedly, messaging surrounding embracing body size has benefits and is certainly
better than admonishing women for their weight. Nevertheless, these rhetorics reinforce
difference rather than establishing inclusivity. This is especially troubling for Black
women who face a double bind of both being admonished for their body size as a
holdover from racist notions of the privilege of whiteness while also being expected to
embrace a larger body size. This double bind is troubling because it reinforces that no
matter what their relationship with their body—Black women cannot win.
The lived experience of women runners is feeling shame for not fitting into the
hegemonic ideal of the female body, and this shame is rooted in the moral panic. Fat
studies scholars generally agree that the moral panic on obesity is rooted in societal
anxieties on gender roles. A moral panic occurs when the rhetoric in the media
communicates something as a threat to society (Cohen). Women quite literally write their
shame about their weight and morality on their bodies. Take, for example, Disney
Princess Half Marathon runner Brandy Sheppard James who had a race shirt designed to
say, “The body achieves what the mind believes. 115 lbs. down and counting” (“Disney
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Princess Half Marathon Weekend 2021 Facebook Group”). While one could argue that
her shirt and correlating message on weight loss is inspiring, I argue that the rhetorics on
women’s bodies, whether the message focuses on the fact that the woman is fat or thin,
has achieved weight loss or experienced weight gain, is damaging because of the
continued correlation between gender, weight, and morality. The rhetorics of morality
behind this message communicates that if we think “correctly,” our “body” will achieve
the ideal body form, which presumably is thin. The problem with this notion is that it
conveys not only that our mind and body are separate entities but that we can control our
bodies simply by “thinking our way thin.” This demoralizes women with larger bodies
and indicates that they can and should desire to shrink their bodies. This is directly
related to moral panic, which focuses on how “fat people” make bad choices.
Women runners face a double bind because they are both shamed for being fat
admonished for daring to run in a larger body. Oftentimes when those with larger bodies
begin to exercise, they are criticized for their speed and health. This is due to the
incorrect assumption that fat people are fat because they are lazy and do not exercise. As
a case in point, in the Disney Princess Half Marathon Facebook group, one woman asked:
Here’s a question: how many of us here are plus-sized. I’ll define this as a
standard size 16+. I know it might sound trivial to some, but I’ve seen:
experienced it at other events...the dreaded fat-shaming. You know...the
snarky glances and/or smirks. Like, “what is a fat girl doing entering a half
marathon?” I might damned well be a fluffy gal, but I’m fit!” (Lewis)
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Other women chimed in and shared their experiences of being fat-shamed at the Disney
Princess Half Marathon. The overwhelming majority shared that their moral character
had been judged due to their weight. Another woman responded that people
automatically assumed that she would be slow because of her body size.
I am plus size (18/20) and have had very nasty things said to me. This will
be my first 1/2 marathon, and I have been training for it. I am scared about
finishing, but it does not help when people say, “don’t worry, they will
pick you up and take you to the finish line,” or “aren’t you afraid of
hurting your knees running with your weight.” I may not be fast, but I am
doing it. (DiGironimo)
This commentary reinforces the incorrect assumption that weight equates to performance
in the sport.
Overall, this messaging correlating body size, weight, and morality is raced and
serves to exclude. Both institutional and vernacular spaces focus on the white woman
runner’s experience and associate connotations of whiteness with morality and body size.
Women are made to feel that if they run, they should be thin, and if they are not, that
should be their goal. The rhetorical messaging correlating Black bodies with immorality
and fatness could be one reason why these races are overwhelmingly white.
The Mother Runner
In this section, I examine the rhetorics in both vernacular and institutional spaces
of women’s running events that connect motherhood with morality. The rhetorical trope
of the “mother runner” offers rich context to explore how gendered identity affects a
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mother’s embodied experience as a runner. Similar to what I outlined in Chapter 2, the
rhetorics in women’s running events communicate that it is acceptable for women to
run—as long as they are doing so for altruistic reasons that enhance their morality. This is
framed in the messaging to women runners through colloquialisms, such as “runDisney
mom,” “Badass mother runner,” and “running wine mom.” In all instances, a woman’s
morality is the underpinning of public perception. Just as we saw in the early nineteenth
century, for years, the message to women has been that they are expected to uphold
standards of morality. When women participate in any recreational activity, they are
expected to do so for altruistic reasons—such as for their children or to lose weight. This
same message is not communicated to men, as they are often encouraged to participate in
running to feed their competitive spirit or increase their network. The key difference is
that women are expected to run for others, while men are encouraged to run for
themselves. I argue that mother runners face a double bind, as, on the one hand, they can
leverage motherhood to enhance their ethos. On the other hand, mother runner rhetorics
reinforce the notion that women are reduced to their reproductive capabilities.
Women’s running rhetorics reinforces the rhetorical trope of motherhood, that a
woman’s primary role is caretaker and anything else she does is secondary. In
communications geared towards women runners, it is not uncommon to see the
expression “mother runner” attached to a woman’s identity. Sport and gender scholars
Linda Fuller, Michael Messner, and Marie Hardin argue that there is a disproportionate
emphasis on familial ideals, especially women’s roles as mothers, daughters, and wives
in women’s athletics. Similarly, Cheryl Glenn said that women’s roles have often been
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“foregrounded their motherhood and emphasized their domestic and familial power”
(66). The prefix “mother” is used to put mothers in their place and remind them that they
are not “serious” runners. The institutional rhetorics in women’s running events
reinforces that a woman’s role as a wife and mother is more important than her role as a
runner. As a case in point, consider how the word “princess” is used in the Disney
Princess Half Marathon to reinforce the notion that a woman’s primary role is in relation
to her husband rather than her own identity. The primary role of a princess is acting as the
wife of a prince. In this sense, she exists in relation to her husband. This is yet another
way that women are valued for who they marry rather than who they are as an individual.
On the other hand, women can leverage maternal ethos to enhance their
credibility. Feminist rhetorician Lindal Buchanan argues that women can use maternal
rhetoric to appease audiences and evoke familiar images of women’s identities. She goes
on to say, “women can use this audience-assuring ‘maternal ethos’ to great advantage as
they work to pivot social practices” (Rhetorics xv). This maternal ethos can work to give
women a voice in historically masculine spaces. Feminist scholar Nan Johnson also
discusses how women achieved success in entering masculine realms. Johnson says,
“women who have successfully achieved this success not because they resisted cultural
norms, but because they capitalized on them, transforming tropes of noble maid and
eloquent mother” (144). As such, women can make much more progress in their social
advocacy if they illuminate their role as a mother rather than resist the label. We see this
manifest in women’s running events as women capitalize on the “mother runner” trope
and use the ethos to enhance their image.
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Women have long had a complicated past with morality expectations related to
their leisure activities, specifically in women’s running. Leisure studies scholar Shaun
Best found that heterosexual women are expected to alter their activities to accommodate
romantic relationships, and married women have to negotiate with family members over
time and space constraints. Best said, “unmarried, young, heterosexual women are under
great pressure to alter their leisure choices to accommodate romantic
relationships. Married women have to negotiate with family members over time and
space constraints, such as having room to participate in their chosen activity and have to
overcome feelings of guilt when they are made to feel that they are putting housework,
childcare, and their other family responsibilities second” (227). Many women runners
have unique challenges in balancing their time to devote to physical activity.
The institutional rhetorics of women’s running events reinforces the “mother
runner” rhetorical trope, which is the mother who is selfless, nurturing, and prioritizes her
family. To illustrate this point, consider the “runDisney mom” on the official planDisney
social media platform. According to the Disney website, “planDisney is the official
digital resource for helpful tips, heartfelt advice, and unique insights from real Guests
who have mastered the art of planning Disney vacations” (planDisney). I am intimately
familiar with the “planDisney panel” because I have been on the board since 2012. When
I applied to the panel as the “runDisney mom” in 2011, the forum was called the “Disney
Parks Moms Panel,” and the primary branding centered on moms giving other moms
advice about visiting Disney Parks. The driving factor behind this marketing strategy
resided in the data that demonstrated that women primarily make travel decisions (Bond).
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The concept behind “runDisney Mom” was that this panelist would provide advice to
women planning to participate in the runDisney events, including the Disney Princess
Half Marathon. According to Buchanan, the word mother “evokes generally positive
connotations, including children, home, love, empathy, protection, nourishment, altruism,
morality, religion, self-sacrifice, strength, reproduction” (121). As such, we can see that
Disney used the “runDisney mom” nomenclature to capitalize on maternal ethos to
appeal to their primary audience.
In a similar case of conveying rhetorical tropes of motherhood and morality,
consider the Disney blog post on the official runDisney blog featuring runner Lindsey
Morris. The blog opens with commentary about Lindsey’s role as a mother: “Lindsey,
who has officially participated in two runDisney races as a mommy, and many more
before her little one arrived, is thrilled about being able to participate in a race weekend
in which her little man, Jack, can also participate” (Mendillo). Notice the word choice
“mommy,” which not only reinforces her role as a parent, first and foremost but
“mommy” is the infantilized version expressing motherhood. Additionally, by
communicating that Morris is “thrilled” that her “little man” can also participate in the
races, the messaging emphasizes that mothers should involve their children in their
running pursuits. The blog post continues, “As excited as Lindsey is about the costumes,
what she truly can’t wait to see is her little man toddling his way to the finish line and
collecting his very own medal!” (Mendillo). Of course, this reinforces both that Morris is
the primary caretaker responsible for taking her “little man” to the event, but also that her
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role as a mother, and seeing her son run, brings her much greater joy than her own
running experience. This messaging reinforces the selfless mother runner rhetorical trope.
Women’s running events also convey the morality message that mothers should
run to benefit their children. As a case in point, the Disney Princess Half Marathon 2020
included runDisney Kids Dashes and a runDisney Kids One Mile Run to their line-up of
events over the course of the race weekend. They advertise “Calling All Little Princesses
and Princes!” and they offer four different groups, including a 100-meter dash for kids
ages 1–4, a 200-meter dash for kids between 5-8, a “Diaper Dash for Crawlers” for kids
12 months old and younger, and a runDisney “Kids One Mile Run” for children ages 4 to
13 (runDisney). While Disney does not overtly state that mothers are the caregivers in
charge of bringing their children to the kid race events, that is the unstated norm.
In the vernacular space of women’s recreational running, the rhetorics of
morality, mental toughness, and athletics are closely intertwined due to the correlation
between a person’s psychological state, perseverance, and overcoming obstacles with
confidence. Running, particularly long-distance running requires mental toughness and
strong morals to adhere to the ethics of the sport. These rhetorics manifest through the
materials in women’s recreational running. Merchandise sold at the expos of all three
women’s running events in this study often convey the message of motherhood, morality,
and toughness; examples include the shirts that say, “Badass Mother Runner” and
“Tough as a Mother” (GreatwoodBoutique). A coffee mug with an acrostic poem using
the word “Mother” communicates adjectives associated with motherhood: “eMpower,”
“lOve,” “sTrong,” “Happiness,” “dEdicated,” and “Runner” (Gone for a Run). These
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linguistic expressions convey the message that a mother is not only “strong,” but she also
displays her mental toughness through empowerment. At the same time, she upholds the
moral standards expected of women, including showing “love,” “empowering” others,
and being filled with “happiness.”
These hyperbolic associations of toughness with motherhood may seem
empowering on the surface, but I argue that these materials are reductionist. Even with
seemingly positive attributes assigned to a mother, the expression is demeaning because
it applauds mothers for simply existing as a reproductive body. The messaging reduces
women to their reproductive capabilities and makes motherhood their defining
characteristic. Additionally, when people fixate on the “toughness” of a mother and her
morality, they shift the focus from her achievements to her obstacles. These expressions
of “badass” and “tough” mothers are also patronizing. By calling out a mother’s
badassery, the indication is that she is not.
Consider that there is not a common expression of “father runner.” A man who is
a father is simply a “runner” and does not need the reproductive qualifier. In a review of
the running merchandise sold on Etsy, which is the primary forum for understanding the
vernacularity of embodied running rhetorics through materials, only two products appear
in the search for “father runner”—one is a mug that says, “Running Dad” (rudycolin),
and the other is a onesie for a baby that reads “My Dad Runs Faster Than Your Dad”
(RunTrueShop). As such, none of the materials are those that a father runner would wear.
Additionally, there are no disclaimers, such as “badass father runner” or “tough father
runner”—the assumption is that since a father is a man, he is inherently tough and badass.
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Compare this search to the one for “mother runner,” which turned up 223 results (Etsy)—
that is a 196 percent difference from the number of materials available for father runners.
Behind the “mother runner” morality rhetoric is the subtle message that a mother
can run—if it benefits someone outside of themselves, namely their children or husband.
This harkens back to earlier times, as I mentioned in Chapter 2, when women were sent
the message that they should run for altruistic reasons. Unfortunately, not much has
changed over the years. In today’s age, there is an ever-increasing moral and mental load
piling the personal responsibility for children’s health and well-being on mothers. In turn,
the mothers’ actions are scrutinized and criticized in relation to her morality and impact
on her children. Consider the article “How to Get Rid of Mom Guilt” on the popular
website The Mother Runners. First, the fact that this article exists is one red flag that
points to the shame and guilt messages we aim towards women runners. Secondly, while
the words in the article state mothers should not have guilt, the underlying message is that
they should. Consider that some of the steps include “remember running makes you a
better mom” and “remember you are setting a positive example” (Heins “How to Get Rid
of Mom Guilt”). Both of those tips actually communicate an issue of morality and
motherhood that even if women are running, they should do so to benefit their children.
The institutional rhetorics in women’s running events reinforce the “winedrinking mother runner” rhetorical trope— associated with morality, running, and alcohol
consumption. This rhetorical trope ties in associations of morality, running motherhood,
and leisure. Both the USA Women’s Half Marathon and Divas Half Marathon events
provide alcohol (mimosas and champagne, respectively) at the finish line for participants.
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The Disney Princess Half Marathon reinforces this messaging through their official
branded materials, such as the Tervis wine glasses branded with the race name and logo.
Disney also encourages the practice for runners to “drink around the world” at Epcot after
the race. Disney has dozens of food and wine booths set up around the “World
Showcase,” and it is a common practice for women to drink after the race. This tonguein-cheek label may seem innocent enough, but I argue that the rhetorical trope has
evolved into a glamorization of a white cis-gender affluent mother lifestyle.
The wine-drinking mom trope is reinforced further through the vernacular
rhetorics as demonstrated through participant-created materials. Shirts promote the winedrinking mother stereotype with expressions such as “I tried running, but I kept spilling
my wine” (Chameleon), “Run all the miles, drink all the wine” (SarahMarieDS), and
“where’s the finish wine” (murphyclothingshop). There are also plaques sold with a
picture of a coffee mug, a mother running with a baby in a jogging stroller, and a glass of
wine; the caption reads “Plan For Today” (murphyclothingshop). The connotations of the
wine-drinking mother runner are of a white woman who is wealthy, overwhelmed, and
oblivious to her privileged existence. Notably, rhetoric alluding to the alcohol-drinking
mother runner is focused on “wine” specifically—not hard liquor nor beer. This is
because wine has connotations with wealth, morality, class, and good taste. The
messaging alludes to the fact that a mother can be a “good” and “moral” mother and still
drink a glass of wine every night. To understand the morality clause, one must consider if
there would be the same level of acceptance if a mother runner claimed to down shots
every night after her child went to bed?
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It is also important to note is that drinking wine is a leisure activity associated
with affluence, similar to running. Leisure activities are a gendered and classed practice.
In Leisure Studies, Best defines leisure as “residual time free from work and other
obligations, characterized by a feeling of (comparative) freedom” (176). Best claims that
the characteristics of an optimal leisure experience include effortless involvement, loss of
track of time, and clear objectives for completion and can often be tied to pleasure and
play. By interweaving the narratives of wine drinking with running official events, which
are often a party within themselves with music, food, celebration, and shopping, women’s
recreational running event organizers are able to cater to the three types of pleasure
typically sought after in leisure activities: sensory (food/sex), aesthetic (music/arts), and
personal value (achieving a difficult task). By combining wine drinking with running at a
women’s recreational event checks the box for all three of these pleasures.
Women’s Running Rhetorics: Protection, Beauty, Wealth, and Morality
My conjecture at the start of this study was that the overtly feminine practices in
women’s running were sexist and demeaning. I expected to find rhetorical themes
relating to heteronormativity and hegemonic femininity in both institutional and
vernacular spaces. I certainly uncovered a plethora of examples to back up my original
speculation. For instance, women’s races contained “princess” and “diva” nomenclature,
overtly feminized materials and reinforced heteronormative practices. Vernacular
rhetorics also reinforced expectations for women to act and appear heterosexy through
participant-created costumes. However, I made a surprising discovery—as I listened to
women’s voices in these races, I realized that women runners view the practice of
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dressing in costumes as an empowering act. There is a tremendous amount of excitement
from race participants as they design, plan, and build their running costumes for race day.
While some women use dress as an opportunity to speak rhetorically through language
and materials that fight against the rhetorical tropes of the “damsel in distress,” others run
in full costume—in both practices, women are engaging in ways that are meaningful for
them. I certainly still point out the troubling nature of women acting in feminine ways
because our patriarchal society creates a structure that determines a woman’s worth on
her appearance. However, I also argue that we should not presume to tell women what is
demeaning or disempowering. Rather, the embodied vernacularity of women running in
these events, in costume or not, tells a story of empowerment that we must acknowledge.
This chapter also illustrates that women are often reduced to rhetorical tropes in
the sport: damsel in distress, princess, diva, mother runner, stroller mom, and wine mom,
just to name a few. These rhetorical tropes serve to dehumanize women runners and
relegate them to their reproductive and sexual capabilities. While I had hoped to see
progress in rhetorics of running in motherhood over the years, not much has changed, and
mother runners bear the brunt of this burden. Mother runners often face a double bind, as
the common message in mainstream media communicates that mothers should run for
their children—setting a good example. Yet, if they bring their kids with them on a run,
especially if they bring along a jogging stroller, they are met with much criticism. Mother
runners are expected to play the role of the selfless, nurturing, and caring mother,
centering her identity on her reproductive capability. Thereby, mother runners are told
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they should feel guilty when spending time on any hobby that does not center on their
children. These rhetorics attempt to strip women of their power.
Looking back to Chapters 2 and 3, the common thread tying together rhetorical
themes of coed and women’s running events is related to women leveraging embodied
vernacularity to “speak.” For instance, in Chapter 2 Bertha von Hillern used embodied
vernacularity to speak out against Victorian expectations of morality and women’s frailty.
Through her acts, she demonstrated that women could indeed participate in endurance
sports. Chapter 3 described how, when Oprah Winfrey ran a marathon, it sent the
message “If I can do it, so can you.” And as was outlined in this chapter, women engage
in embodied vernacularity in women’s events through the act of wearing princess
costumes. For instance, Monika Allen wore a tutu, and was subsequently mocked, for
wearing a tutu to raise money for a charity she founded, GlamRunner. In all of these
instances, women spoke through their bodies to stand up for causes for which they
believed. Many times, this speaking out was necessary to fight back against rhetorical
themes relating to women needing protection.
Shifting now to discuss what is to come, in Chapter 5, I continue the conversation
of violence and harassment against women runners as I consider how hybrid spaces and
digital rhetorics affect the gendered messaging in running events. I specifically explore
three virtual running events, which are the virtual counterparts to the in-person running
events I explored in Chapter 3, to allow me to compare and contrast differences. Next, I
outline how the Internet has become another space where harassment and violent acts
towards women are perpetuated. Similar to Jacqueline Vickery and Tracy Everbach, I
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believe “before the internet, there was mediated misogyny” and “we can’t just blame the
internet” (7). However, we cannot deny the pervasive role that the Internet plays in
creating a sense of ease, speed, and anonymity to digital stalking. These digital rhetorics
and misogyny play an important role in virtual running events. As demonstrated,
rhetorical themes of advocacy and activism continue, providing a glimpse of hope for
the future of running.
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Note that not all of the women’s race locations are considered luxurious. As a

case in point, while the Divas Half Marathon touts that runners can “enjoy a great run in
some of the country's best vacation destinations: Long Island, NY, San Juan, PR,
Temecula, CA, DC's Wine Country, VA, North Myrtle Beach, SC, Galveston, TX,
Peachtree City, GA, Calgary, Canada and Toronto Island, Canada” (“Divas Running
Series”), one could argue that Myrtle Beach, Peachtree City, and Galveston, Texas (and
others) are not exactly luxurious. My point though is that *most of the women’s running
events are held in vacation destinations.
2

According to Mousesavers on February 14, 2021,

https://www.mousesavers.com/2021-disney-world-room-rates-season-dates/
3

According to the runDisney website https://www.rundisney.com on February 14,

4

According to prices on the Lululemon website as of February 15, 2021,

2021

https://shop.lululemon.com
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Tiffany & Co. has been accused of racist and antiquated practices that prevent

diversity in leadership because Black salespeople cannot, as the lawsuit stated, “represent
a luxury brand” (E. Harris). The lack of diversity in running opens up further avenues of
research on the racial, classed, and heteronormative aspects of woman’s running events.
6

According to the Walt Disney World website https://disneyworld.disney.go.com

on February 14, 2021.
7

According to the Walt Disney World website

https://disneyworld.disney.go.com/spas/grand-floridian-resort-and-spa/senses-spa/ on
February 14, 2021.
8

According to the Walt Disney World website https://disneyworld.disney.go.com

on February 14, 2021.
9

Note that not all of the women’s race locations are considered luxurious. As a

case in point, while the Divas Half Marathon touts that runners can “enjoy a great run in
some of the country's best vacation destinations: Long Island, NY, San Juan, PR,
Temecula, CA, DC's Wine Country, VA, North Myrtle Beach, SC, Galveston, TX,
Peachtree City, GA, Calgary, Canada and Toronto Island, Canada” (“Divas Running
Series”), one could argue that Myrtle Beach, Peachtree City, and Galveston, Texas (and
others) are not exactly luxurious. My point though is that *most of the women’s running
events are held in vacation destinations.
10

The sample adds up to more than 100 percent because respondents could mark

more than one choice.
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CHAPTER FIVE
RUNNING AS A NETWORKED ACTIVITY: A FEMINIST RHETORICAL
ANALYSIS OF WOMEN’S RUNNING EVENTS
I will always remember where I was on Friday, March 13, 2020: The day our
lives changed forever due to the international pandemic. I was at Myrtle Beach with my
family when the news began rolling in. My phone buzzed with notifications of school,
business, and work closings. I stood on the balcony of my hotel room gazing out at the
broad horizon where the ocean met the sky, and I knew at that moment that our lives
would never be the same. My family did not believe me at first—they all thought life
would be back to normal in two weeks tops—this is the one time I wish I did not get to
claim, "I was right." The tragedies are numerous—too many to name here: millions of
people lost their lives, and millions of others suffer from the unseen effects of COVID19, including mental and physical health deterioration. The COVID-19 pandemic is a
health, social, and economic crisis of astronomical proportions.
My life will forever be divided into "before" and "after" the pandemic. I started
2020 planning an anniversary trip with my husband of 23 years. My son, a high school
senior, was planning his prom and graduation. My daughter, a rising ninth grader, was
excited to go on her much-anticipated band trip to Universal Studios. I was training for
The Chicago Marathon and had a full schedule of half marathons built into my training
schedule leading up to the event. Here I sit, one year later—divorced—quarantine
coupled with a marriage already marred with stress fractures resulted in a complete break.
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My son did not get to go to his prom nor have a high school graduation ceremony. My
daughter's Universal trip was canceled, and she started high school online.
I start with this story not to elicit sympathy or set a negative tone. Rather, I want
the reader to understand that when I discuss the changes to the world of running due to
COVID-19, I am well aware that there are much more devastating effects than running
events changing from in-person to virtual. Our entire world changed. I would argue that
nothing is the same. But what I am discussing here is a specific change—as a result of the
pandemic—that will change the nature of running events from here on out.
In this chapter, I examine the institutional and vernacular rhetorics in three virtual
running events that occurred post-COVID-19, including The Virtual Chicago Marathon
(October 2020), The Virtual New York Marathon (November 2020), and The Virtual
Boston Marathon (April 2020). These virtual events are particularly relevant to this study
since I include their in-person counterparts in the coed running chapter. By exploring
both the in-person and virtual versions of these events, I can effectively understand
material differences and similarities that occur due to the modality. These events were
immensely popular and offered rich content in institutional and vernacular spaces to
allow for a robust analysis. Additionally, I participated in all three of these virtual events.
Therefore, I am uniquely positioned to analyze the gendered lived experience.
Virtual running events offer a unique opportunity to study gendered digital
rhetorics in hybrid spaces. If we hope to productively join the conversation on the
gendered rhetorics of running, we must inquire into the scholarship that examines the
transcendence of digital and physical spaces. Scholars from mobile and locative media
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have examined hybrid space in a variety of contexts. First, we must understand what is
meant by the term “hybrid space.” Adriana de Souza e Silva and Mimi Sheller argue that
hybrid spaces are "connected spaces, as mobile spaces, and as social spaces" (261). This
definition of hybrid space is one that I use in my work on the study of virtual running.
One of the most important concepts from the scholarship, as it applies to my work, is
Jordan Frith's explanation of hybrid and physical places as comingled, not separate
entities. Frith writes, "the conceptual separation of the physical and digital into two
separate spheres is untenable" (Smartphones 3). These implicit assumptions of division
between physical and digital are visible through expressions such as "in real life" (3). I
agree with Frith and extend this concept to running events, as neither virtual nor "inperson" running events are all digital or all in real life. Both virtual and in-person events
occupy hybrid spaces. The hybrid space of virtual running events fosters an environment
for runners to engage in digital copresence, digital wayfaring, and overlapping mobile
and social spaces.
I join existing scholarship on sport, technology, and social networking sites
(SNS). Simon Cook et al. explore the under-researched area of mobile practices for
recreational runners. The authors argue that there are material differences between how
competitive versus recreational runners view and engage in the sport of running. While
competitive running is represented through speed and the desire to achieve quicker times,
recreational running is often represented as a way for people to take back the reigns of
their health. The researchers found that recreational runners primarily used MapMyRun
for three primary reasons: competition, health, and experiences. Interestingly, through
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using the MapMyRun data, Cook et al. found that recreational runners used social media
to “shape their ongoing need to develop tactics capable of enabling them to negotiate
space with non-joggers” (744). Similarly, Urban Carlen and Ninitha Maivorsdotter found
that runners primarily use “digital information…to reinforce the runners’ identity
formation” (18). As I enter this conversation, I pull on threads related to Cook, Carlen,
and Maivorsdotter’s research as I explore recreational runners and their use of mobile and
locative media. However, unlike Cook, I do not seek to explore logistical practices of
how runners use this media. In other words, I do not seek to understand how many miles
they run, what time of day, nor where they run. Rather, my research specifically
examines the digital rhetorics in virtual running related to rhetorical themes and gendered
implications.
In this chapter, I argue that the rhetorics in virtual running events—partnered with
digital space, running applications, and platforms for advocacy—are gendered network
activity and have implications relating to the way women engage in the hybrid space of
virtual running events. I make three primary arguments in this chapter: First, I argue that
women engage in digital rhetorics surrounding virtual running events differently than
men. Specifically, women tend to connect with stories and make personal connections,
while men lean towards using self-tracking devices to share data and compete. Secondly,
I argue that gendered embodiment through technology creates the opportunity for digital
technology to write on our bodies, and conversely, our bodies to write on technology.
Lastly, I argue that the nature of virtual running events introduces a level of danger for
women that is not present in in-person events due to the absence of safety mechanisms
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and accountability. While digital channels foster an environment for harassment and
digital stalking, the story is not all bad, as those modalities also open the doors for
advocacy and inclusion. As I mentioned in Chapter 3, in-person running events offer a
unique experience of hybrid space. However, I argue that virtual running events have
become more pervasively networked in our post-pandemic era—and these networked
aspects comingle with gender. Overall, I argue that the practice of engaging in these
digital practices has gendered implications, notably related to the safety and security of
women runners and feelings of inclusion.
In this section, I explore the gendered rhetorical themes of virtual races as I
illuminate rhetorics of hybrid spaces and online harassment and activism. To do this, I
organize my findings into two major rhetorical threads. First, I explore how the rhetorics
of virtual running events keep us tethered through technology. I examine how running is
a networked activity—explicitly looking at virtual running events in a post-COVID-19
era. Virtual events did not start with the pandemic, nor does the pandemic mean that
running events will only be held virtually henceforward. I also do not posit that in-person
running events are not networked. To make this argument, I examine institutional and
vernacular rhetorics of virtual running events to understand the relationships between
gender, digital space and running. First, I explore how women runners are tethered
through technology, specifically through concepts of hybrid space and digital
embodiment. I seek to answer how runners engage in digital copresence, memory,
wayfaring, and materiality in virtual running events, how are those practices gendered,
and why this matters. I then move to examine how virtual running events are gendered
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through both harassment and activism. While online spaces create an opportunity for
harassment, especially towards women, people of color, and members of the LGBTQ+
community, these same forums also offer an opportunity for advocacy and activism. I
conclude with a message of hope for the future of virtual running, and I extend the
themes uncovered in this chapter to hypothesize about how these may play out in the
future.
Methods and Theoretical Framework
To explore digital rhetorics in virtual running events, I use a method similar to my
methods approach in earlier chapters. I conducted a systematic review of materials
surrounding the events. I reviewed materials from both institutional and vernacular
spaces to ensure I understood both the official messaging and the voice of participants.
To capture the voice of participants, I read through social media forums, including
Twitter, TikTok, and Facebook. I compared that data with institutional rhetorics,
including official virtual race websites, packets, and self-tracking technologies. Similar to
my search strategy and inclusion criteria from earlier chapters, I cast a wide net across the
artifacts and mapped constellations among topics. My criteria for inclusion consisted of
ensuring the materials represented digital rhetorics, virtual running events in this study,
and digital space.
This chapter applies a theoretical framework informed by concepts of gender,
digital space, and mobile media. Like Douglas Eyman, I take the stance that "Digital
rhetoric can be used in conjunction with a number of other rhetorical fields and methods"
(174). Digital rhetoric, as a theoretical framework, allows one to identify characteristics,
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affordances, and constraints of new media while also examining the rhetorics of
technology, the rhetorical function of networks, and "cultural formation in digital work"
(175). An important element of my work is the concept of hybrid space. Saker and Frith
write that in hybrid spaces, "the digital and the physical become intertwined in new ways
and cannot be conceptually separated" (“From Hybrid” 220). Virtual running events are
the epitome of hybrid spaces—marrying elements of the physical and digital.
Tethered Through Technology
In the virtual running events in this study, sharing experiences digitally is a
common experience that establishes running as a gendered networked activity. These
gendered notions manifest in the way that women use running applications rhetorically.
Specifically, I posit that women connect with stories, which act rhetorically, while men
tend to engage digitally with self-tracking devices that share data and encourage
competition. While on the surface, it does not seem like these differences should matter,
given that virtual running events have a rhetorical focus on competitive self-tracking
tools versus digital storytelling, this serves as yet another way that women's needs are
ignored in the sport of running.
Hybrid Space: Gendered Rhetorical Implications of Enmeshment of Virtual and Physical
Spaces
The use of socially networked running applications in virtual running events is
pertinent for exploration, given that these applications intertwine gender with the
embodied experience of running. Virtual running events and the use of socially
networked running applications are both on the rise, demonstrating that our use and
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dependence upon networked applications will continue to grow, especially as it pertains
to women running in virtual running events. In this section, I argue that when runners run
an event "virtually," they do not run in a "non-space," as the word would imply. A
common definition of "virtual" is "not physically existing," and this is not the case in
virtual running. Participants are running in a physical "place," not in a virtual cyberworld.
Their feet are hitting the pavement, sidewalk, or treadmill belt. Just because they are not
running in a location designated by race directors, this does not mean that they are
located in a non-space. At the same time, runners can use the same digital tools that they
would use in an in-person race. As such, virtual running events are constituted both
digitally and physically, resulting in the entanglement of elements. But some may ask, so
what? And what are the gendered and rhetorical implications for running virtual events,
and why should anyone care? In what follows, I argue that the gendered implications of
the rhetorics in the hybrid space of virtual events result in women connecting with other
runners through stories, advice, and shared experiences. Men, on the other hand, tend to
gravitate towards self-tracking technologies that encourage competition. The hybrid
space of virtual running events, however, privileges the masculine practice of competitive
data sharing. de Souza e Silva states that hybrid spaces are "mobile spaces, created by the
constant movement of users who carry portable devices continuously connected to the
Internet, and to other users" (262). For the purposes of my research, I anchor to de Souza
e Silva’s concept of “hybrid space.” In hybrid spaces, the physical is combined with the
digital to coordinate movement, actions, or responses. The key difference between
augmented space and hybrid space is the element of social media.

245

Similarly, Michael Saker and Jordan Frith describe coextensive space as a
"symbiotic relationship between physical and digital that is increasingly proximate,
extensive and transformative" (“Coextensive Space” 1429). The difference between
hybrid space and coextensive space primarily shows up in the added component of virtual
reality (VR). In coextensive space, there is a twofold relationship between the physical
and digital realms, as the digital environment is mirrored in the physical and vice versa.
In virtual running events, a similar marriage unites virtual and physical. An example of a
runner engaging in coextensive space is using the Peloton "Scenic Rides (and runs)"
feature (Chris L.). As evidenced, the key differentiating concept between augmented
space and hybrid space is the use of portable devices, while the difference between
hybrid space and coextensive space is the addition of virtual reality.
Moving from the scholarship on hybrid space, I now shift to discuss the role of
hybrid space in virtual running events. When The New York Marathon went virtual, there
was a collective sigh of disappointment and relief in the running community. On the one
hand, this is not how any of us envisioned our engagement in this event. We had pictured
running through Central Park, inhaling the scent of gyros cooked hot on the grill, and
feeling the crisp cool air. The physical space of New York City holds special meaning for
many of us—symbolizing freedom and pride in our country. On the other hand, we were
all well aware of the devastating effects of COVID-19—by the time the New York
Marathon announced their decision to go virtual (July 2020) and held the event (October
2020), the pandemic had already cost millions of lives. The majority of us did not want to
risk the health of friends, family, or fellow humankind for the sake of running a
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marathon. While we were disappointed, we knew it was necessary. Runners are resilient:
the nature of the sport requires characteristics of adaptability, self-motivation, and
flexibility. These same characteristics help runners adapt to the increased focus on hybrid
space in virtual running.
Virtual running events exist in a hybrid space, hovering between physical and
virtual spaces. At the risk of sounding too existential, I argue that we are never in a solely
virtual or physical space—we always exist in a hybrid realm. For instance, consider the
Virtual New York Marathon, which announced it was going "virtual" on July 14, 2020
(Max). According to the Virtual New York Marathon website, all participants can "Run
the TCS New York City Marathon – Virtual 26.2M race anywhere, anytime between
October 31 and November 3!" (New York Road Runners). Notice the rhetorical choices of
"anywhere" and "anytime"—running virtually opens a realm of possibilities for
participants to run together yet be physically apart. Sarah Pink and Vaike Fors coined this
term "digital copresence," which is defined as a way for people to be together online
while physically separate (236). They argue that digital copresence allows us to maintain
intimate relationships, but also enables invasive surveillance, writing that digital
copresence "offers a way for intimate copresence through continually sharing data with a
friend, a group, or publicly on platforms accessed through mobile apps, or in more
private or circumscribed ways" (237). By engaging in digital co-presence in the space of
virtual running events, runners share stories and maintain relationships with each other,
which are often influenced by gender.
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When runners share their stories in virtual running events, they are not only
engaging in digital copresence, but they are also engaging in digital wayfaring. Pink and
Fors call this individual a "digital wayfarer" who "moves between platforms and between
localities, pausing, and learning as she or he goes" (491). In particular, women runners
engage in digital wayfaring in the vernacular spaces of virtual running events. One
example of digital wayfaring in a virtual running event is the popular TikTok star Erin,
aka @mrs.space.cadet, who started recording videos at the start of 2020 when training for
a marathon. Erin reveals that she desires to run the Virtual The New York Marathon in an
interview with Alice Cash with Weekly Woman (Cash). Throughout Erin's marathon
training process, she posted videos daily to her account and opened with the phrase,
"Come watch me train for a marathon that I signed up for when I couldn't even run one
mile" (@mrs.space.cadet). Her videos are extremely popular, with more than two million
followers, because she makes running relatable, sharing her struggles and triumphs while
not claiming to be fast or trying to win—she is the everyday runner. Erin engages in
digital wayfaring along her run—sharing photos of cows blocking her path, cornfields,
and data visualizations of her hills, pace, and distance. Her followers feel a sense of
digital copresence with Erin—following alongside her runs, being with her without being
"there."
Erin's virtual running TikTok videos are rhetorically significant, as they have
persuaded many women to join the sport of virtual running. Consider the comments on
her videos: @magmcken says, "Super inspiring you've gotten me to run for the first time
like…ever" (@magmcken), and @anonmymouse44331 who says, "I've been following
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you for months, and I'm happy to report I ran my first full mile yesterday"
(@anonmymouse44331). Her videos also influence women runners to apply their training
techniques. Consider the comment from @ashleymarie942, who is training for the Virtual
Chicago Marathon "What training program are you using? I'm prepping for Chicago"
(@ashleymarie942). Erin responds with her specific training program, which in turn
becomes adopted by many other women runners. The practice of sharing stories and
experiences also results in influencing runners to purchase specific merchandise. After
Erin's popularity increased, multiple companies reached out to her for partnership
opportunities. Erin now promotes Dicks Sporting Goods and Calia on her channel, and it
is working—women ask her about what she is wearing, eating, and drinking in almost
every video she posts. This is yet another example of the power of rhetorics in vernacular
spaces of virtual running events.
Another example of runners engaging in digital wayfaring in virtual running
events is through their use of self-tracking technology. Self-tracking technologies enable
"digital wayfaring, since it precisely entangles the categories of digital and material, and
indeed obliterates the binaries that might be assumed between the online/offline,
digital/material, and human/technological" (Pink and Fors 222). Consider how runners
leverage Runtastic—enabling features that allow their friends and family to track them
live and cheer them on during their run. By sharing photos, running routes, and
experiences live, runners pull the community into their running experience. Usually,
runners use a variety of mobile and locative media tools during their experience running
in a virtual running event. For instance, according to a poll I created in the Virtual
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Chicago Marathon Facebook group, 61 percent of runners use Strava, but not because
they view Strava as superior in some way, but because Strava connects automatically
with Garmin, allowing ease of use. Consider the response from Aminah Akane Saleem:
"Strava because it's the one that connects to my Garmin. I used MapMyRun before I had
a Garmin," and Hannah Brakarsh who replied, "Strava for the same reason as above."
Female runner Karin Muller responded, "More to store my rundata. Though I love to
connect with other runners, I use the apps mostly to view data" (“Chicago Marathon
Runners Unite”). Therefore, one can surmise that while there is a desire to connect with
other runners, runners do not necessarily use the same applications that track their
mileage for social connection.
The social connection that women runners seek may be one reason why women
tend to engage in digital spaces differently than men. For instance, in the Virtual Chicago
Marathon Facebook Group, I have observed that it is primarily men who share
information related to performance—posting photos of their running routes notated with
their speed, elevation, and distance (“2021 Chicago Marathon or Bust”). For instance,
male runner Shankar Manne shares a photo of his running stats every day in the group.
Women typically ask for advice, share motivational messages or try to form connections.
In reviewing the last ten posts from women in the group, 50 percent sought advice, 30
percent sought connection (commonly by asking if anyone lived in their area), 10 percent
shared motivational messages, and 10 percent shared performance information. As a case
in point, consider a post from a woman in the Chicago Marathon Facebook group who
asks, "Long-run question. I'm going to be going on a trip out west in June / July- prime

250

time in training. I'm going to be doing a ton of hiking and exercise and am wondering if
it's okay to cut my runs shorter during this time?" (Cunningham). The post prior to that
says, "Oh my gosh, so excited!! First time...you all inspire me!!" (Paskowicz). However,
the last post from a male in the group writes:
Well, that was a nice controlled progressive. Got a little all over the place
with pace but was only scheduled for 10. Just felt too good to stop. I hope
you are all crushing those miles. #nike #nikerunning #nikenextpercent
#nikeaplhafly #nikezoomfly3 #balegasocks #garmin #garminrunning
#garminivivoactive3 #cepcompression #procompression
#mychicagomarathon #chicagomarathontraining #maurten_official
#myspringenergy #aftershokz (Czapiewski).
The post is accompanied by a screenshot of his running splits, running route with map,
and pace—marrying the digital with the physical.
What is interesting about the data comparing men's and women's engagement in
running groups is the fact that most running applications seem to cater more to the
behaviors of men. For instance, one popular application for sharing data on runs is
Strava—which is Swedish for "strive," which Strava writes epitomizes their "attitude and
ambition" (Strava). Strava's mission is "to build the most engaged community of athletes
in the world," and they encourage runners to record and post activities to their Strava
feed "where your friends and followers can share their own races and workouts, give
kudos to great performances and leave comments on each other's activities" (Strava). As
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such, it is clear that the platform is designed not only for self-tracking but also for sharing
and comparing performance, speed, elevation, and calories burned with other runners.
The act of recording, posting and sharing running data is a gendered practice. This
gendered practice is reinforced in The New York Virtual Marathon, specifically through
the New York Road Runners (NYRR) Club within the application. For instance, when a
runner sets up their profile in Strava, they must select their gender as part of their profile
settings. Strava offers "male," "female," and "other" options, which is certainly more
inclusive than only offering male/female binary selections, but at the same time dividing
participation by gender reinforces the gendered notions of performance within the
application. As a case in point, consider data visualizations and leader boards, which are
key features within the site. The NYRR Strava club posts leader boards every week—and
consistently, each week, the top three men are listed. For instance, at the time of this
study, both the current and previous weeks' leader boards are 100 percent comprised of
all men (“New York Road Runners” Strava Clubs). Men also lead the charge across all
the NYRR leader board categories: Distance, Total Running Time, and Climbing. This
leads to women feeling excluded and marginalized within this virtual running
community. When women consistently see that their efforts are not acknowledged and
recognized in the leader boards, the data becomes meaningless. Additionally, this fosters
the feeling of exclusion for those who do not wish to compete or fall within a defined
gender category.
Digital spaces within virtual running events are also filled with linguistic sexism.
As we saw in the previous chapter, women’s in-person running events are similarly
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characterized by linguistic sexism. From the gender marking language of “princesses”
and “divas” to language that makes an assumption about heterosexuality, this
phenomenon serves as one of the most prevalent themes. Unfortunately, this same theme
carries into virtual events. One example of this linguistic sexism is in the Strava
designation of "King/Queen of the Mountain (KOM/QOM)" (Strava). According to
Strava, the KOM/QOM crown "signifies the top performer on a given segment. Crowns
are awarded to the fastest athlete to date on a segment's overall leaderboard" (Strava).
Strava privileges gendered hierarchies through the KOM/QOM achievement. Not only is
the practice of KOM/QOM gendered, but the language reinforces linguistic sexism
through the use of "king" and "queen" phrasing. Additionally, I cannot help but notice
that Strava listed "King" prior to "Queen," yet again privileging male over female form.
While one could argue that engagement in Strava and the associated gendered practices
are optional, The Virtual New York Marathon changed the paradigm on this—they
required all runners to use this tool and thereby engage in these gendered practices.
I have outlined how the use of Strava in virtual races reinforces gendered
practices—now I shift to discussing how requiring the use of Strava also reinforces
classed notions of running. While there is a feature within Strava that allows a user to
manually enter their mileage without the use of a Garmin or GPS-enabled watch, The
Virtual New York Marathon did not allow this option. According to The Virtual New
York Marathon website, runners were required to either use the Strava app or a "GPS
Device"—the rules explicitly state "Treadmill runs are not supported" (bold emphasis in
original) (New York Road Runners). While Garmin watches allowed users to run their
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route and upload the data later (as long as it was within three days of the race end date),
this was not available for all users, and if they did not already own a Garmin watch, they
would have to purchase one. Given that Garmin watches range in price from $100 to
$1000, this is not an accessible purchase. As such, The New York Virtual Marathon
reinforced classed notions and created a structure that privileged those who had the
financial means to purchase these technologies. Contrary to The New York Virtual
Marathon's practices, it is not necessary to require runners to use self-tracking technology
to prove participation. As a case in point, neither the Virtual Chicago Marathon nor the
Virtual Boston Marathon requires the use of these technologies. When I ran the Virtual
Chicago Marathon, I simply visited a link on their website, entered the date I ran and my
finishing time—there was no verification process. In my view, there is not a need to have
a verification process—if a runner wants to compete virtually and compare race times,
distances, and pace, this can be an optional experience but should not be required.
As we have seen in the exploration of the artifacts across the virtual running
events in this study, the connection of stories with running experiences seems to resonate
more with women runners than data, statistics, and competition. This can be seen through
women runners' use of Instagram and TikTok to engage in digital wayfaring and
connecting with other runners through digital copresence. Of course, I do not mean to
imply that women are not competitive runners, nor do I intend to generalize an entire
gender based on observations in one segment of the running community. However, what
I argue is that in the space of virtual running events in this study, women runners
gravitate more towards story-based shared experiences than data. I also contend that
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virtual events open the door for social media storytelling more broadly than in-person
events. In the spirit of comparing the virtual with the in-person version of running events,
consider my experience in the in-person Chicago Marathon in 2019. During this event,
many running groups formed based on their experience running together in the physical
location of Chicago. I, on the other hand, did not have a physical running group to train
with, and as a result, I was alone in my running experience. Conversely, when I ran the
virtual Chicago Marathon, I joined virtual social media Chicago running groups, which
formed a close-knit community over the training journey, and I felt more connected to
fellow runners during the virtual event. Additionally, these connections were formed
through sharing stories, trials, and tribulations, not through sharing data on running splits
and pace. Certainly, I do not suggest that virtual running groups do not exist for in-person
running events, but I do argue that there is more of a focus and opportunity for broader
inclusion in digital spaces when an event is hosted virtually.
Digital Embodiment: Running and the Networked Body
There is an interplay between rhetoric, digital spaces, bodies, and memory in
virtual running events. Similar to digital technology, virtual running events have
traditionally been viewed in dematerialized terms with a disconnection between the body
and the mind. A vision emerges of a non-existent space—but, of course, this void does
not exist in running nor our digital world. While virtual events allow runners the
opportunity to "be there" physically, runners also exist in real physical places on their
own accord. For example, a runner located in Clemson, South Carolina, but running a
"virtual" Chicago Marathon is not running in a non-space. Rather, they marry physical
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and digital locations. In this section, I first address the differing views of the concept of
"digital" and how this affects our view of how virtual running events are constructed. I
share key themes from scholars who have examined the digital spaces. I then explore
how the experiences are gendered and constituted both digitally through key concepts of
digital memory, digital copresence, and digital wayfaring. I move into an exploration of
how the physical world of virtual running events is shaped, in part, through digital
information. I bridge concepts of embodiment with the digital spaces to demonstrate how
these actors work together to form our holistic experience in virtual running. Gendered
embodiment through technology creates the opportunity to not only "write" on digital
technology to establish meaning but for technology to write on our body.
Before digging into how virtual running events are constructed "digitally," I must
address the differing views on what constitutes "digital." Douglas Eyman writes, "digital
rhetoric is defined as the application of rhetorical theory (as analytic method or heuristic
for production) to digital texts and performances" (13). In this definition, digital becomes
synonymous with "computerized," as opposed to analog. However, there are differing
views on the conversation of "digital." For example, Frith posits that mostly everything,
ranging from movies to TV, to radio, to Microsoft Word, is digital in today's
environment. As such, nearly all scholarship would fall under a "digital" umbrella. I am
writing this dissertation right now in Microsoft Word on my laptop—does that mean my
dissertation constitutes "digital rhetoric?" Or does "digital" really mean the Internet? For
the purposes of this dissertation, I leverage Eyman's definition while keeping in mind the
need to apply a layer of scrutiny on what is considered digital.
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The concept of virtual running events not existing "in real life" draws troubling
boundaries around who is considered a "real" runner. Frith draws our attention to the use
of the metaphor "in real life" and the implication that "the Internet represents a separate
space from the physical world" (Smartphones 3). This concept is revealed in virtual
running events as there is an elitist attitude creating a dichotomy between virtual and inperson events in the vernacular space of running groups on social media. As a case in
point, consider the hot debate on the unofficial Boston Marathon Facebook page. The
Boston Marathon went virtual in 2021 and offered all participants the opportunity to
purchase the Boston Marathon finishers' jacket. A group of staunch Boston Marathoners
was firmly against any runner buying the jacket who did not run the "real" (aka inperson) event. The other side of this debate was comprised of runners who did not have
strong feelings about "who" should be allowed to purchase merchandise. A gendered
trend emerged in this elitist attitude, as it was primarily men—older white men to be
specific—who sat firmly in the camp of the desire to set parameters about who was
"allowed" to represent the Boston Marathon brand. Consider the comment by Bill
Bersenson: "Get ready to see them everywhere with the virtual runners scooping them up.
Never going to mean the same now" (EIGHT BOSTONS, and I FINALLY get yellow
and blue!!!). Cheryl Last responded:
I think it's very interesting that the vision statement of 'the BAA is
committed to a world where all people can access and benefit from
running and an active lifestyle.' Do you believe that since some of us slow
poke marathoners have an opportunity to participate via the virtual
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marathon IF we wear the jacket somehow, it's diminished such that It's
"never going to mean the same again"? Personally, I'm on the fence about
buying the celebration jacket myself. It's an honor to participate even with
my 14min mile pace! (Last)
While I am only including two of the comments, these posts are indicative of the
commentary in the debate. This demonstrates that the metaphor of "in real life" in the
world of running creates hierarchies of worthiness and esteem.
In virtual running events, runners form digital memory through social media
partnered with physical locations. As runners navigate through the streets, they use
location-based applications that allow them to check-in or record their routes, which in
turn creates new digital memory practices. These practices enhance our understanding of
the interrelationships among mobility, place, memory, and mobile media. Jordan Frith
and Jason Kalin write, "place-based digital memory help form the ground on which users
walk—figuratively and often literally—through their pasts to construct their ongoing
present sense of identity" (43). For runners, this sense of identity creates their image of
themselves as a sporting body. Frith and Kalin describe how "[t]he mobile interface
becomes a technique for individuals to remember their movement through physical
space" (46). The New York Virtual Marathon embraces the intersection between
embodiment and digital memory through mobile and locative media.
Digital memory is gendered through the concept that fitness is not about exercise
alone—it is about taking control of one's body and life. As sports scholar, Linda Fuller
wrote, "in keeping with the larger feminist movement, exercise was encouraged as a way
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to not only manage one's health but also become physically empowered" (122).
Personally, as I was going through a divorce at the same time I was running the Virtual
Chicago Marathon, my entire life was out of control. I did not know where I was going to
live, how I was going to make ends meet with an income cut in half, and how to process
my emotions—all while taking comprehensive exams, becoming a single parent, going
through a divorce, working full-time, working a second part-time job, and running a
marathon—all during a pandemic. But running this marathon offered me a level of
empowerment and control in a moment where my entire world was filled with chaos, and
I am not alone. There are digital running groups specifically designed for women going
through a divorce, such as "Women Running Through Divorce" (“Group Support”). But
this is not about divorce, per se. It explores issues pertaining to women and the online
spaces dedicated to helping women navigate those life events through running and digital
connection.
Our digital memory is formed through our bodies and technology in virtual
running events. As Marshall McLuhan observed:
I think of technologies as extensions of our own bodies, of our own
faculties, whether they be clothing, housing, or familiar kinds of
technologies like wheels, stirrups that extend the function of the body –
the kind to amplify human powers in order to cope with the various
environments brings on these extensions. These amplifications of our
powers, sort of deifications of man, I think of as technologies (McLuhan
and Fiore 57).
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The act of our legs running partnered with the technology of our smartwatches with
running applications shapes our memory.
Unlike an in-person event, in which all runners hit the pavement along the same
route, on the same date, and at the same time—virtual events introduce a variety of
factors that shift the digital memory. As a case in point, when I ran the Virtual Chicago
Marathon, I was able to engage virtually, as if I was running on the actual course, by
watching the 3D course on YouTube on my iPad (runmemoryflowers). This coextensive
space exists in relation to virtual reality (1427). Saker and Frith write, "the experience of
being placed in a virtual space that ocularly appears disconnected from the physical
environment is precisely the phenomenological effect of this technology, and what makes
it feel distinctive from other media" (1428). I ran in a coextensive space given that I was
in a world comprised of a two-way relationship between the digital and virtual. Similar to
virtual reality, I was "there" at The Virtual Chicago Marathon without being "there"—the
physical world imprinted upon the screen. Accompanying the experience is the gendered
body we bring to form our digital memory. I ran in a physical and virtual space
simultaneously, each informing each other and acting materially to form my digital
memory.
I now shift to discuss the relationship between how technology affects our
bodies/spaces and how our bodies/spaces affect technology. I posit that our bodies write
on technology and technology writes on our bodies. To provide an example, as I ran the
New York Virtual Marathon, which I ran outside since the use of Strava was required, I
used the Strava application on my Apple watch to monitor my distance, speed, and heart
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rate. My body wrote upon the technology through the documentation of my race
statistics—spitting out graphs of my speed and distance over time and space. My body
also affected technology, through tweaks in my body form and movement—running with
my arms tightly by my side caused the activity tracker to be off as much as 23 percent.
Alternatively, technology writes on bodies because mobility data points affect how
runners perceive their exertion. There have been times that I felt like I was running
forever, and I look down at my watch and still see I have a long-distance ahead of me.
Suddenly my legs feel tired, I slow to a walk, and I begin to doubt my ability to finish. In
this manner, technology is affecting my body. Oftentimes, my rate of perceived exertion
is affected by where I am in my menstrual cycle. And this is one area that the majority of
running applications miss. For example, MapMyRun does not provide input for the
menstrual cycle, even though this factor has a significant impact on running performance.
Strava just recently allowed an integration feature with the FitrWoman app to integrate
period tracking with runs (Turner). The delay in introducing these features, partnered
with the lack of maturity in feature functionality, demonstrates that running applications
do not always take women's issues into consideration.
When running in a virtual event powered by digital technology, interactions are
materialized in digital space. These digital articulations are comprised of embodied
subjectivity influenced by gender. On the one hand, gender can be reconfigured as a
performative practice within user-generated content. Specifically, when using an
application, such as Strava, a runner can input their gender based on their criteria—there
is no license or testosterone check as occurs in some in-person running events. On the
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other hand, these applications do not allow us to transcend our bodies. There is certain
perseverance of conventional norms concerning gender. As I explained earlier, Strava
allows for a runner to select "male," "female," or "other" for their gender, but another
popular running application MapMyRun only includes the gender binaries "male" or
"female." There are not options for non-binary nor an option to bypass the question
altogether. Judy Wajcman uses the term "prosthetic potential" to explain the notion that
mobile media opens the possibility for the body and gender to become less important.
However, Niels van Doorn argues the contrary: "the majority of contemporary users
mobilize the sociotechnical possibilities of these platforms to reinforce, rather than
experiment with, established boundaries that designate the 'appropriate' place for bodies
and technologies" (538). Extending this to running, one can see that digital space does
not dematerialize the body. Rather our same gender borders and boundaries persist.
Official race rhetorics in virtual running events foster digital materiality and
enable technology to write on our bodies. Sarah Pink, Elisenda Ardèvol, and Debora
Lanzeni argue that digital materiality is a "process" and as "emergent, not as an end
product of finished object" (10). In other words, digital materiality is not two separate
spheres of digital and material—it represents an entanglement of elements that blend
together in our everyday world. In official spaces, the digital materiality is particularly
enhanced. For instance, The Virtual New York Marathon provided all participants with a
printable race number, digital NYRR running application, race medal, and headband
(New York Road Runners). This mix of digital and material elements intermingle to form
digital materiality. The digital materiality in these virtual events is gendered through the
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way the materials are used. For instance, the virtual running events in this study offer an
opportunity for runners to print a race bib and wear it during their run, similar to inperson races. However, wearing a label with one's name emblazoned on the front has
different implications for women than men. It is not a safe practice for women to wear
their name on their body as this invites a level of familiarity that is not safe.
Virtual races are well-intentioned with their digital materiality, and certainly they
do not mean to introduce harm by encouraging gendered networked practices. However,
as we have seen throughout this dissertation, the influence of rhetorics is not solely
determined by the intention of the agent. The virtual races are attempting to provide the
same elements that they offer in their in-person counterparts—particularly competition, a
sense of community, and recognition. However, these same elements that create
engagement in in-person races complicate matters for women in virtual races. For
example, I explained earlier how The Virtual New York Marathon offers a printable bib
in which runners can write their name. All the in-person running events in this study
include race bibs with runner's names digitally printed below their race number.
However, having someone shout your name at an in-person event is completely different
than a virtual event when it comes to safety. A common practice that occurs during inperson events in this study is that spectators will shout runners' names as they run past.
During these in-person races, this practice is encouraging. However, in the space of
virtual events, without the safety net that in-person events offer, this is a dangerous
practice for women.
Digital Harassment and Activism

263

While in this section, I call out many ways in which virtual running is actually
more dangerous and violent for women, I do not want to insinuate that virtual running is
all bad. In fact, I am a huge proponent of virtual events. In 2020, I ran four virtual
marathons and six virtual half marathons—in many ways, the events offered the best of
both worlds. I was able to run in events that I otherwise would not get to experience
while saving money, time, and the stress of travel. At the same time, we should not
ignore the gendered realities of virtual running that make women more prone to
becoming a victim of violence, harassment, and objectification. I must point out—I ran
all those events on a treadmill. And I am slow. What this means is that I ran for five
hours straight on a treadmill in my small office/gym. Why? Because even though I live in
the suburbs in a nice neighborhood, I have been harassed multiple times while out on a
run. From simple things, such as catcalling, to more insidious experiences, such as being
followed home.
While virtual running events open the digital door for an enhanced ability for
predators to stalk and harass, these same forums create an opportunity for advocacy.
Running alone, whether it is on a neighborhood, trail, or city street, is a dangerous
activity for women. Virtual running events introduce more danger for women runners due
to several attributes unique to virtual running—running alone, sharing running routes and
location through running applications, and both online and in-person harassment.
However, we have also seen women runners use digital platforms to advocate for issues
pertaining to women, members of the LGBTQ+ community, and people of color. The
nature of vernacular spaces of social media fosters an environment for those not in
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positions of authority to speak up and be heard. As such, digital forums can offer a
megaphone to voices we would typically not hear. In this section, I examine both sides of
the gendered implications of virtual running events—advocacy and harassment. Virtual
running events foster a digital environment that can both oppress and empower women in
vernacular and institutional spaces.
Stalk Talk: Networked Gender Harassment
Virtual running events do not offer the same level of safety as in-person running
events. As I discussed in Chapter 3, in-person running events offer a safety net, especially
for women. Factors that typically introduce danger, such as dimly lit alleyways, cars,
unaccompanied runs, and lack of security monitoring, are all nonstarters in in-person
events. Conversely, virtual events create the opportunity for violence and harassment
towards women. A recent study found that 84 percent of women have been harassed
while out on a run, compared to only 30 percent of men—this is a hugely gendered
problem (“Runners Alliance”). Another reason for this danger of harassment is because
much gender harassment happens online. Karla Mantilla coined the term "gendertrolling"
to describe the specific ways women are targeted online. While men are also harassed
online, it is usually their ideas that are under attack. Women, on the other hand, are
vilified simply for "assert[ing] their right to voice their opinions in the new public sphere
that is the Internet" (28). Jaqueline Vickery and Tracy Everbach write, "digital platforms
have become just one more space where hierarchies of gender, race, class, sexuality, and
other constructed differences are reproduced" (10). Given that the environment of virtual
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running events fosters engagement in digital communities, the risk of harassment is
higher.
To explore the rhetorical themes of violence and harassment in virtual running
events, I join the scholarship in sport and gender. Specifically, I join Michael Messner,
who argues that there is a “triad of men’s violence in sports” (Taking 30). As I mentioned
in the introduction, this triad of violence is comprised of violence against other men,
violence against themselves, and violence against women. Messner argues that the
violence in sport is primarily comprised of homophobia, voyeurism, lack of empathy
towards women, and “a culture of silence among peers, in families, and in the
community” (122). This culture of silence is a significant component of why this violence
against women perpetuates. Michael Kimmel adds to this conversation of violence
against women, explaining, “Men’s violence toward women does not happen when men’s
power over women is intact and unthreatened; rather, it happens when men’s power
breaks down when his entitlement to that power is threatened and insecure. Violence is
restorative, retaliatory […] when that entitlement is aggrieved, they don’t just get mad;
they get even (183). We see this theme occur again and again throughout the documented
history of running. In Chapter 2, I write about the ways in which men sought to control
women’s sports when their power was threatened. Chapter 3 examined rhetorical themes
of violence against women in coed running events, specifically how women actually feel
safer within the confines of these events due to the regulation and safety features added.
In Chapter 4, I examine the violent practices against women runners that manifest in
women’s races, such as the “Dead Last Challenge.” Given this context, it should be no
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surprise that we continue to see these themes manifest in digital rhetorics of virtual
running.
To emphasize the argument I make regarding violence and harassment in digital
rhetorics in virtual running, I assert that the practice of requiring runners to upload and
share their running routes through Strava to participate in The Virtual New York
Marathon enables harassment against women. This practice is especially troubling given
that virtual running events ignore the lived reality of violence women experience.
Strava's default settings mean runners’ data is automatically broadcast to other users.
This signifies that runners do not have anonymity in where or when they run. This is
concerning, especially given the statistics that demonstrate "85 percent of female
homicide victims are stalked before they are murdered" (“National Center for Victims of
Crime”). And while statistics show that one in six women will be stalked at least once in
their lifetime, one in 19 men will experience this violence. Unfortunately, the prevalence
of social media has intensified stalking and harassment. Betsy Carlson, a certified
domestic violence professional at Wheaton, Illinois-based Family Shelter Service, states,
"Social media has become more of a tactic used by stalkers, and because people can
create a false identity or use GPS, on-line sources, and email — they don't even have to
be present, and these tools have emboldened stalkers" (Sharos). I certainly do not posit
that social media causes harassment. To reiterate Vickery and Everbach, "before the
internet there was mediated misogyny" and "we can't just blame the internet" (7).
However, we cannot deny the pervasive role that social media in creating a sense of ease,
speed, and anonymity to digital stalking.
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This ease of online stalking is compounded by the nature of virtual running,
which allows the stalker to migrate their virtual stalking to in-person violence. Consider
the experience of Lara James, who discovered that a male runner she encountered on her
route had been stalking her on Strava and following her home. James says, "when she
checked her Strava account, she discovered the man she waved at had occasionally run
the exact same route as her" (Catling). Strangers can see others running routes, even with
location-privacy features turned on. After reading James' story, I decided to conduct my
own research—I visited the New York Virtual Marathon group in Strava to see how
many runner's routes were visible to me. I was able to see a runner's profile, running
routes, location, and running schedule nine times out of ten (New York Road Runners).
While the default setting in Strava allows everyone to see a runner’s activity, there is a
privacy setting that one can use to restrict activities to followers. Even though I have used
Strava since 2012, I was not aware of that feature until just now—as I am researching for
this dissertation. And I am not the only one. A study by Michelle Madejski et al.
discovered that 100 percent of the participants in their study had "at least one confirmed
inconsistency between their sharing intentions and privacy settings" (2). One possible
reason for this is the difficulty in finding hidden privacy settings within applications.
Christine Yu found that "one-third (36.29 percent) of the privacy settings in applications
are hidden and 82.16 percent of them by default leak out user private data" (12). This
data demonstrates this pervasive problem.
Even more upsetting than inadvertent privacy settings is the Strava "flyby"
feature that allows users to see detailed data about runners nearby, including their name,
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running route, and proximity. According to Strava, "Flybys provide in-depth activity
playbacks to anyone on Strava or the web. Flybys allow you to re-watch any activity
minute by minute and see athletes who were nearby and where you crossed paths"
(Strava). The level of invasiveness of this feature is mind-boggling—almost as if Strava
is encouraging stalking. Runner Andrew Seward drew attention to how Strava breaches
privacy through running route sharing on Twitter: “Out running this morning on a new
route and a lady runs past me. Despite only passing, when I get home, @Strava
automatically tags her in my run. If I click on her face it shows her full name, picture, and
a map of her running route (which effectively shows where she lives) (@Mr. Andrew).
After this revelation, Seward looked into the settings on the Strava website and called
attention to the fact that the wording on the Flyby privacy setting was not clear that other
people can see others' running routes on a map. Seward asserted:
This is what happens when the people making these decisions aren’t people who
have to worry about harassment. (Stalkers) know your route, know where you go
that’s dark or secluded and at what time, and that it is probably a regular routine.
(@Mr. Andrew)
As a result of Seward's revelation, call for action, and resulting outcry by his followers,
Strava turned off the automatic nature of the Flyby feature, so users now need to opt in.
Given that The New York Virtual Marathon requires the use of Strava, and many runners
use this tool to track their runs in the Virtual Chicago and Boston Marathons, this holds
special significance for the gendered implications of safety for virtual running events.
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In relation to the issue of safety, institutional spaces reinforce victim-blaming
rhetorics towards women runners. Victim-blaming rhetorics are uniquely gendered and
are compounded by the virtual nature of these events. Women runners have to be careful
about their safety in virtual running events due to several factors that exist uniquely in
these spaces. As a case in point, consider the murder of Sydney Sutherland, an Arkansas
woman who was murdered while going for a jog in her neighborhood. ABC News
reported her death and wrote, "Sunderland's death also comes as more and more women
are running outside because gyms across the country remain closed or open with
limitations due to the coronavirus pandemic" (Bernabe and Yeo). The article went on to
list five things that women should do to protect themselves from being murdered while
running—including "avoid baggy clothes and ponytails," "switch up your routine," and
"make eye contact with every person in your path" (Bernabe and Yeo). Given the official
nature of this communication, we can surmise that the institutional rhetorics of running
take the stance to blame women for where, when, and what they wear while running.
Another example of victim-blaming rhetorics in virtual running events is
demonstrated through the hashtag #runningwhilefemale. Let me clarify—I am not
accusing the hashtag #runningwhilefemale of victim-blaming, rather the need for the
hashtag represents the responsibility placed upon women to change their behaviors to
avoid being raped, killed, or harassed. A review of this hashtag on Twitter reveals
numerous stories of the unique challenges women runners face—many instances
specifically reference the virtual running events in this study. For example, an article
"From catcalls to murder: What female joggers face on every run" was published using
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the #runningwhilefemale hashtag and provides tips for women runners. Katalin
Rodriguez Ogren, owner of POW Gym in Chicago and instructor of self-defense classes
for Chicago marathoners, wrote several tips for female Virtual Chicago Marathoners:
Be aware of any individuals in your immediate vicinity
Pay attention to body language signals like eye contact and stance
Don't wear headphones when you might be alone or in a secluded area
Practice getting off the ground as quickly as possible
Take boxing or Muay Thai courses for the best set of applicable skills
(Prasad).
Notice the tips all focus on what women can do to take responsibility for not getting
attacked. On the one hand, I understand that it is important that women learn how to
protect themselves if attacked. Given that it is our lived reality that women are victims of
violence, this is a necessity. On the other hand, the fact that so many articles, especially
those surrounding these virtual running events, focus more on what women should do to
protect themselves compared to what men should do to not act violently reveals a victimblaming atmosphere.
As a counter to institutional rhetorics of virtual running events, vernacular
rhetorics allow for women to commiserate on their experiences being the victims of
harassment. As a case in point, the Girls That Run Facebook group, which is primarily
comprised of runners training for virtual running events, provides a multitude of accounts
demonstrating the harassment that women experience while training for virtual running
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events in their neighborhoods. One poster shared her experience after returning from her
morning run:
Rant. And men wonder why we shout about situations like. Sarah
Everard?! Just been for my run (broad daylight, built-up streets in a good
area), and I was verbally harassed by men driving past. I daren't retaliate
because, for all I know, they could stop and get out and threaten me. It
hasn't happened in a while, but I wish it wouldn't happen at all. I should be
allowed to run without being turned into a sexual object for men to shout
at. I'm not stupid when I run, I am cautious, especially after having been
followed when I was younger (the guy was actually hiding in the bushes
waiting for me), but if men can't control It, then it should be chopped off
in my opinion. (A. Elizabeth)
Many other women chimed in with comments such as:
6:60am waiting for the busy guy pulls over in his car and asked me for
directions to my vagina! I'm not even a stunner, especially at 6:30 on the
way to work. Just a girl in work clothes. It may not be all men, but it's way
too many. (Davis)
I'm sorry you had to go through this. I've been followed twice. Once, at 5
am when it was quiet & dark out, he followed me for about 15 minutes
doing constant U-turns. He didn't say a word but drove to my place. I was
so scared. I called my mom to talk to me until I got home. (Tilman)
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I call attention to her comment “I’m not even a stunner,” to make the point that women
are socialized to believe that catcalling is a compliment to their beauty. I certainly do not
blame Davis for correlating beauty with sexual harassment, but I call attention to this
because society often deems catcalling as preferential treatment towards beautiful
women.
Many rhetorics surrounding catcalling shape the practice a “prestigious” form of
sexual harassment that only those deemed beautiful by conventional standards.
Conversely, these rhetorics are so insidious that women who are not catcalled sometimes
believe they are not and “worthy” receive this type of gendered violence. Another runner
chimes in, using the #runningwhilefemale hashtag: “I’m upgrading my running app to the
pay-for-version just so a designated person cannot track me when I run on my own…I
shouldn’t have to do this. Women shouldn’t have to do this. #runningwhilefemale
(Hamilton). These comments demonstrate the lived experience of violence and
harassment women experience in their running lives. While I have argued here that the
rhetorics of virtual running events reinforce harassment and victim-blaming rhetorics, I
do not posit that this does not occur at all in in-person events. However, I do argue that
the combination of virtual running events with digital rhetorics creates an enhanced
opportunity for harassment.
Digital Activism: Speaking Out in the Social Media Age
As runners use their devices and share their experiences through social networks,
they are participating in the form of digital activism. Women runners provide a visual
depiction of women participating in the sport and an antithesis to the time in which
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women were banned from running. Many female runners do not set out to be activists;
however, through their participation in mobile and locative media, they are expanding the
conceptualization of feminist activism and place. As female runners share their running
experiences through social media, they become the symbolic representation of female
strength and endurance, and they can effect change through small and embodied acts of
participating in running and sharing experiences, emotions, and challenges through
mobile and locative media. I argue that virtual running events foster an environment in
which women runners embrace digital activism and advocate for women in the sport
through the amalgamation of the physical body with politics.
To structure my exploration of gendered digital activism in virtual running events,
I anchor to Karen Desborough's work on digitally enabled feminist activism. Desborough
argues that "activists have leveraged the affordances of digital technologies to organize
and participate in anti-street harassment activism, thus accelerating the movement's
formation and development" (333). She makes this differentiation between the fact that
"technologies do not determine social movements." Rather, they "afford opportunities"
for activism (334). I draw a parallel to digital activism in virtual running events as digital
technologies have not created activism.
Consider the brave act of Kathrine Switzer, whom I discussed in Chapter 3,
whose participation as the first woman to run the Boston Marathon inspired thousands of
women to run. Switzer was the first woman to finish the Boston Marathon and went on to
create the Avon International Running Circuit of women's only races in 27 countries—
over one million women have participated since 1978 (Ready). This form of activism was
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through embodiment in an in-person event. And now, with digital technologies, the
opportunity for advocacy for women runners has expanded.
Official race rhetorics in virtual running events encourage activism by creating
inclusive posts on social media. For example, The Virtual Chicago Marathon promoted
International Women's Day by sharing photos of the female elite runners who
participated in past years' races with the caption "Here's a photo dump of some of our
fierce female elite runners, past and present. Tag the women who empower you this
#InternationalWomensDay below!" (Bank of America Chicago Marathon). Similarly, the
Boston Marathon posted, "So many women have made an impact on the running
community—from pioneers to champions to your training partners. In honor of
International Women's Day, share who inspires you to get out & get active in the
comments below! #InternationalWomensDay #IWD2021” (“Boston Marathon”). The
New York Marathon posted, "394,309 women have crossed the #TCSNYCMarathon
finish line, and each of us has our own story. As we celebrate #WomensHistoryMonth,
we also think about what it must have taken to get there. Tell us in the comments — what
year did you run, and how did it feel as you crossed the finished line?" (“The New York
Marathon”). This post garnered 259 comments and was filled with women sharing their
inspirational stories.
Running in a virtual event and engaging with others via social media, especially
in a time when isolation and social distancing were paramount, resulting in running
becoming even more strongly associated with empowerment, self-awareness, and
enhanced self-esteem. The pandemic made everyone's lives feel out of control—what was
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once was predictable was unknown, and many felt lonely. One way that runners can feel
less alone is through practicing digital copresence in virtual running events. As a case in
point, the unofficial Virtual Chicago Marathon Facebook page hosts a weekly tradition in
which runners share photos of themselves with their medals using the hashtag
#MedalMonday. This practice allows runners to share photos of their medals, oftentimes
accompanied by words of motivation. For instance, Denise Sauiol shared a photo of
medals that she had made that read "First and Last DIY Chicago Marathon 2020"
(“Chicago Marathon Runners Unite”). She made these to not only commemorate running
the Chicago Marathon virtually but also to share with other women runners to serve as a
source of inspiration and encouragement. I do not presume to make the assertion that
only women experience empowerment through running, nor do I posit that virtual events
are the only medium in which this empowerment can be experienced—rather, I assert that
virtual events offer an enhanced ability to form symbolic links between the language of
empowerment and the exercising body.
The vernacular space of virtual running events is filled with women taking back
their power through running rhetorics. For instance, on the Virtual Running Club
Instagram page, there is a meme that says, "Everyone: You Can't Run from 2020. Me:
*Shows picture of a woman lacing up her running shoes (see figure 5.1) (Wiser).
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Figure 5.1: Everyone: You Can’t Run From 2020 (Wiser)

On the Chicago Marathon Runners Unite Facebook page, the admin posted, "I
know I can always use some extra motivation — Drop your Instagram below so we can
follow each other and train together!" (“Chicago Marathon Runners Unite”). The women
then shared their Instagram accounts to connect and motivate each other. In this manner,
women are forming what Desborough calls "Collective identity…the sense of shared
experiences and values that connects individuals to movements and gives participants a
sense of 'collective agency' or feeling that they can effect change through collective
action" (340). Women runners form a collective identity in virtual running events to
connect, advocate, and take control of their lives.
Women use the rhetoric of humor in vernacular digital spaces as a way to cope
with harassment. For instance, @elisabeth_running shared a meme from the satirical
social media group, "Man who has it all," which included a photo of a man running with
the caption "Today's Debate: Should men be expected to go running in groups in case
women attack them" (“Man”). This meme uses satire and irony to point out the absurd
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beliefs that the patriarchy communicates to women about their safety. When women
share memes in digital spaces, it allows them to discuss a serious issue in an ironic
fashion to bring levity to the subject of harassment. This is a common practice across all
the vernacular spaces in these virtual running events. There is a trend within in-person
events for spectators to bring signs with them to the race with humorous phrases, such as
"Badass Women Run Marathons" and "Hurry Home Mama We’re Hungry And Dirty"
(see figure 5.2 and 5.3). The practice of sharing humorous memes is the digital version of
spectators cheering on runners. To carry on this practice, The Virtual Chicago Marathon
provided links to official cheering cards and signs for loved ones to hold up at the finish
line (“2021 Bank of America Chicago Marathon Virtual Experience”). The Virtual
Chicago Marathon also encouraged participants to share their signage using the hashtag
#MyChicagoMarathon on social media. These practices allow runners to continue these
practices virtually.

Figure 5.2: Badass women run marathons

Figure 5.3: Hurry home Mama we’re
hungry and dirty

Through digital channels, women advocate for themselves and form connections
through collective identity. This is particularly prevalent in virtual running events, as
runners rely more heavily on digital connections through the training process. Advocacy
does not need to be loud—quiet activism in digital spaces can be effective. Feminist
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rhetorician Erin Frost writes about apparent feminism as a methodology, arguing that
scholars should explore "participation from allies who do not explicitly identify as
feminist but do work that complements feminist goals" specifically in technical spaces
(5). The research on apparent feminism can be extended to female digital activism in
running, as they are both rooted in addressing feminist issues in the public sphere, but by
those who do not overtly define themselves as a feminist nor activist. By sharing
experiences, photos, and emotional support, women are advocating for each other in a
manner that is not overt or defined.
I now shift to discuss how online stalking and harassment are significant problems
for women, people of color, and members of the LGBTQ+ community—and this
pervasiveness bleeds into the world of virtual running. A study found that there are
roughly 14 million people living in the U.S. identify as LGBTQ+ and "this population is
more likely to experience various forms of violence and victimization, such as bullying,
harassment, physical or sexual assault, and hate crimes" (“National”). Studies also find
that people are more likely to bully online because of the inherent anonymity that the
Internet provides (Madden et al.). Even without using measures to hide all traces of
identity (such as an IP address), one can still easily create a new name, gender identity
and even choose an unrealistic photo avatar to shape their online self. As I discussed in
Chapters 3 and 4, transgender women are particularly prone to harassment, bullying, and
marginalization in the sport of running. This harassment manifests in both in-person and
virtual events.
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Black women, in particular, are subject to online harassment. Moya Bailey coined
"Misogynoir," defined as "as anti-Black misogyny" (341). One example of this
occurrence in the world of virtual running is with the runner Latoya Shauntay Snell,
@iamlshauntay on Instagram, who is a Black female runner. According to Snell, she
receives comments in her inbox attacking her for her weight, race, and fitness. Snell
made a post on April 24, 2021, that called out a direct message she received from an
Instagram follower: "You're a fat bitch that's going to die from obesity. Put down the
cupcakes" (Snell). Snell made another post addressing the violence towards Black,
Brown, Indigenous and Asian people, writing: "I'm nothing short of outraged by the tone
deafening and convenient narratives that gaslight the murders of Black, Brown,
Indigenous and Asian people globally that stems from racism - especially from the hands
of White people" (Snell). Snell uses her platform as a Black runner to combat the
harassment and violence aimed towards women, people of color, and fat runners.
As I bring this section to a close, I want to call attention to the stark contrast
between the safety and security of in-person and virtual running events. In Chapter 3, I
explored in depth how in-person running events offer a level of safety and security that
running on one's own does not offer. Between the enhanced security, closed streets, and
controlled crowds, women can feel free to run without fear of catcalling, harassment, or
violence in in-person events. However, virtual events do not offer this same level of
safety—there are no security guards on the corner. Streets are open to foot and car traffic.
There are no cheering spectators to block out the words of harassers. Compounded with
the removal of in-person event safety features, virtual events lean heavily on digital

280

rhetorics, which offer a level of anonymity that fosters harassment. Through a
combination of these factors, virtual events and their associated digital rhetorics result in
a more dangerous lived reality for women runners. Conversely, virtual events and digital
rhetorics also offer an enhanced opportunity for advocacy. The expansiveness of the
networked environment of virtual races results in women runners being more connected
and empowered to advocate for their rights.
Virtual Running is Our Future
Virtual events are on the rise—a trend that began prior to COVID—rising from
479 events in 2016 to 15,080 in 2020. A recent study found that while the percentage of
women runners had already tipped the scales into the majority in 2019, the nature of
virtual races widened this gap. In 2020, 75 percent of virtual runners identified as women
compared to only 25 percent men (“Race Registration Trends”). I originally expected to
find that runners would be more connected in in-person running events and while it may
seem counterintuitive, virtual running events are actually more social than in-person
racing, with 31.4 percent of participants joining a running "team" (up from 28 percent last
year) and a 13.3 percent increase in runs logged in Strava. While Strava is certainly one
of the most significant running applications—particularly for my study, given that the
Virtual New York Marathon partnered with them—there are a plethora of running
applications. Strava (73 million users), Runtastic (130 million users), Nike+ (100 million
users), and Runkeeper (50 million users) are all popular applications runners use to create
and share their running routes (Strava; Runtastic). I found that while these running
applications are marketed as social networking applications for runners, they are rarely
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used in that manner. Women and men tend to use running applications differently, with
men competing and sharing their speed, time, and distance and women connecting
personal stories with the data to form digital memory.
The rhetorical theme of empowerment and activism are prominent in the digital
rhetorics of virtual running events. Women are engaging in digital activism—whether
they are using their voices to actively speak out on issues pertaining to women in running
or simply supporting each other with notes of motivation and empowerment. Of course,
as I pointed out earlier in this chapter, the Internet is not a utopian environment in which
feminist activism is bound to flourish. Digital spaces can act as yet another space for
harassment and violence. However, I have hope for the future and believe that we will
see a shift in the scales to empowerment. The Internet tends to be comprised of echo
chambers as networked groups, such as virtual running groups, repeat back the thoughts
of “like-minded individuals” (Vickery and Everbach 39). An echo chamber is a “bounded
enclosed media space that has the potential to both magnify the messages delivered
within it and insulate them from rebuttal” (qtd. in Vickery and Everbach 39). The echo
chamber of online environments can both reinforce the bad or magnify the good. I have
hope for the latter.
Runners frequently shout from the rooftops on how they cannot wait to get back
into the "real" world of in-person running but returning to my example of the ill-fated
concept “in real life,” not only am I not so sure we are ever going to go back to running
in-person events in the same way, but I posit that there are fewer differences between
virtual and physical events than are traditionally perceived. For instance, as I outlined in
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Chapter 3, hybrid spaces exist in both in-person and virtual running events. In-person
events create “hybrid spaces” through the enmeshment of the physical place of the city
and a runner’s mobile and locative media technology. However, there are also material
differences between in-person and virtual events that cannot be ignored. In Chapter 4, I
explore violence and harassment of women runners in women’s running events. I provide
an example of the “Dead Last Start Challenge”, which was actually created in the
vernacular online space of the Disney Princess Half Marathon Facebook group and was
designed to carry into in-person events. Oftentimes, harassment towards women spills
into in-person violence. There are also implications in relation to violence and
harassment in virtual runs. As I discussed in Chapter 3, runners enjoy a certain level of
comfort with in-person running events, as they offer increased security and protection.
Conversely, when women run virtual events, they run alone, or at least not with the mass
group of runners who gather at official running events. This inherently makes the space
of virtual events less safe for women.
In the final chapter, I discuss future areas of scholarship, and I foresee a future of
virtual racing where hybrid spaces become the norm versus a misunderstood concept in
which physical and virtual are deemed separate and distinct. Whether an event is inperson or virtual, it exists in a hybrid space. In a physical event, such as the Chicago
Marathon, runners use mobile applications to track their run, take photos, and share their
progress. Similarly, in virtual events, such as the Virtual New York Marathon, the hybrid
space is comprised of the same use of mobile applications while each runner participants
in space defined by their own parameters. Runners have a leg in the physical and digital
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at all times. Given the change of landscape in the world of running from in-person to
virtual events, we are going to see an increase in how gender relations shape digital
leisure practices and online activism. A virtual event does not require travel, significant
financial commitment, nor detailed logistical planning—making the practice of running
in a virtual running event particularly alluring for women who typically balance multiple
priorities, including work, family, and leisure. The motivations and engagement in these
virtual events vary—some women engage in fitness challenges using Peloton and Strava,
while others run for bling. Others use running as a social outlet to connect with others
using running applications, like Nike Run Club, to connect, participate in virtual
challenges and rewards. Through these uses and experiences, women can leverage digital
technologies in virtual running events to experience empowerment.
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AFTERWORD: THE LAST MILE
I round the corner to mile 26 of the Chicago Marathon—only .2 miles left,
although those are always the most difficult. I look to my left and see spectators lining
the streets—holding signs, clanging cowbells, and shouting words of encouragement. I
remove my headphones, wanting to soak in the ambiance. I glance to my right and see
fellow runners trudging up the hill leading us to the finish line. I spot the bright pink
compression socks of a runner whom I had been solidly behind for the majority of the
race; I felt a sense of connection with her even though we have not uttered a word to each
other. One foot in front of the other. What seemed impossible 26 miles ago is now upon
the horizon, and I can see the finish line ahead. Crossing the finish line does not solely
represent the completion of 26 miles on the streets of Chicago on this windy October
morning. Rather, it is the culmination of four months of training, sacrificed weekends,
scorching hot summer runs with air so humid it felt like running in a steam room, and
negotiations with myself and my family to dedicate a portion of my life to achieve this
goal. There were plenty of days I would have much rather stayed in bed, warm under the
covers, binge-watching Netflix. But I had a calling I could not deny. I raise my arms in
the air as I cross the finish line and welcome the medal being placed around my neck. I
did it: I am a marathoner.
The journey we have been through in this dissertation is not dissimilar to running
a marathon. As I mentioned at the forefront, I leveraged a feminist material theoretical
framework and let the artifacts speak to me. As such, there were certain rhetorical themes
that I originally thought I would explore in more depth, but from a gendered rhetorics
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perspective in the specific events I studied, the themes were not as strong as others.
Additionally, even though this dissertation is more than 85,000 words, space limitations
do not allow me to conduct a deeper dive into specific areas of scholarship. In what
follows, I outline five primary areas that warrant further exploration in future scholarship.
Directions for Future Research
First, I encourage future scholarship to leverage an ethnographic methodological
approach to deeply understand the lived experience of women runners. My research
leveraged a bricolage of three theoretical frameworks, including feminist materialist,
embodied vernacularity, intersectionality. These frameworks best served my research
topic, as I was able to sufficiently analyze a variety of textual and material artifacts
through a diversity of lenses to draw conclusions. There were a great number of benefits
in applying this approach, namely the ability to allow “materiality’s rhetoric”
(Fleckenstein 126). In other words, the materials spoke rhetorically. And while I captured
the voice of women runners, I primarily used methods involving reviewing social media
posts within the event running groups. In my forthcoming research endeavors, I plan to
engage in an ethnographic theoretical framework to connect directly with women
runners. Karen O'Reilly defines ethnography, writing:
Ethnography usually involves the ethnographer participating, overtly or
covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, watching
what happens, listening to what is said, and/or asking questions through
informal and formal interviews, collecting documents and artifacts – in
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fact, gathering whatever data are available to throw light on the issues that
are the emerging focus of inquiry. (6)
As demonstrated in O’Reilly’s definition, ethnography allows for an in-depth exploration
involving enmeshment with the subject studied.
In this research, I plan to engage directly with the running community, become
involved in the running culture, and conduct formal interviews and focus groups. There
were elements of ethnographic research in my dissertation, as I ran the majority of the
events in this study. While I have run more than 100 coed, women’s, and virtual running
events over the years and am deeply ingrained in the running culture, the international
pandemic placed limitations on my ability to engage in running events during the process
of writing this dissertation. A future paper or presentation would greatly benefit from
research solely focusing on the vernacular rhetorics, specifically rhetorics from women
runners compared to rhetorics aimed at women runners. In this dissertation, I was able to
apply my in-depth knowledge of the ongoing conversations in the sport of running and
lived experiences of women runners. However, my study contained a limited number of
interviews with women runners. I believe that an ethnographic approach that involves
interviews with participants, race directors, and running clubs would greatly benefit this
area of study.
Second, I encourage scholars to examine recreational running more broadly,
outside of running events. Upon starting my dissertation journey, I had originally
intended to conduct a rhetorical analysis of recreational running. I felt as though an
analysis of recreational running would allow an opportunity for me to differentiate
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between competitive and leisure runners. However, as I began mapping my research to
explore coed, women’s, and virtual events, I realized that the terminology “recreational,”
as a differentiating factor, no longer served the objective of this dissertation. Given that
both competitive and recreational runners participate in running events, it became more
difficult to draw conclusions while dividing the event into those binary categories. The
exploration of recreational running would function particularly well alongside an
ethnographic approach, as the researcher could interview recreational runners, analyze
recreational running clubs, such as those formed at local YMCAs or running shops, and
examine the rhetorical gendered themes in running for fun. There are many runners who
never run in official “events,” such as the ones outlined in this study. The habits of
recreational runners vary from the weekend warrior (those who run on the weekends
only), fun-run participants (friendly running events that involve road running for fun
rather than competition. Examples include: The Color Run and Brewery Run), and those
who simply run when and where they feel like it. I suspect that there are uniquely
gendered rhetorical themes surrounding recreational running.
A third area that could use further exploration is the topic of transgender runners'
lived experiences. In this dissertation, I only touched the surface of the gendered rhetorics
of running as it relates to transgender women runners. As I began researching this topic, I
found transgender women runners face broad and deep challenges in the world of
running. At the time of writing this paper, the NCAA recently released new rules and
regulations for transgender runners. According to their website:
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The NCAA has a long-standing policy that provides a more inclusive path
for transgender participation in college sports. Our approach — which
requires testosterone suppression treatment for transgender women to
compete in women’s sports — embraces the evolving science on this issue
and is anchored in participation policies of both the International Olympic
Committee and the U.S. Olympic and Paralympic Committee (“NCAA”).
As I outline in Chapter 4, the issue of testing testosterone levels for athletes is not
inclusive because many studies show that testosterone levels can vary greatly among men
and women. As such, this one factor should not be used to determine eligibility. The
result of excluding women whose testosterone levels do not meet specifications is
discriminatory and marginalizes transgender women in the sport. However, given that
this is a fairly new development, there is not yet enough data to draw rhetorical
conclusions. I especially recommend a methodological approach that analyzes both the
texts through the law, rules, and regulations and speaking with runners themselves.
The fourth research opportunity I foresee is dividing rhetorical themes into two
buckets: institutional and vernacular. When I initially created my research plan for this
dissertation, I had planned to organize the chapters into two categories, institutional and
vernacular, respectively. In fact, my early chapter versions were laid out in that fashion.
However, as I began to dive deeper into the research, I found that, for my particular
study, more rhetorically significant differences emerged between coed and women’s
running events than institutional and vernacular. As such, I found I was repeating myself.
On the other hand, as I was learning more about the gendered rhetorical themes in
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women’s and coed running events, I discovered notable trends that differed based on the
race modality.
In my own future research, I would like to revisit the strategy to layout gendered
rhetorical themes in running by institutional and vernacular divisions. With a slight shift
in research, meaning a focus on the rhetorical genre compared to the modality of the
event, research organized along vernacular and institutional lines can help provide a
better understanding the variation between official voices and lived experiences. This
also would be an excellent organizational strategy to align with an ethnographic
theoretical framework. By conducting interviews and engaging with the running culture, I
can gain a unique view of the vernacular rhetorics. From an institutional perspective,
interviewing race directors, reviewing news coverage, and analyzing official running
resources will help provide the rhetorical themes relating to institutional spaces.
The fifth area for future research involves digital rhetorics and virtual races. I
predict that this area will be rich with research opportunity because running will become
even more networked over time. The international pandemic which we are in the midst of
has been devastating—we will feel the effects of it for years to come. On the one hand, I
did not intend to fold issues relating to the pandemic into my work. On the other hand,
how could I not address something that changed all our lives so dramatically? I do not
pretend to know all the answers, and I acknowledge that the effects of COVID-19 are
much more far-reaching than we could even speculate at this time. I argue that the
pandemic plays a role in a permanent shift I foresee in the world of running as we know
it. We saw a tremendous uptick in the number of runners using running applications and
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participating in virtual races in 2020. But was this a temporary change as a result of
circumstance and racing will get back to “normal”? Will virtual running become the new
normal? These are research questions future scholars can examine.
Additionally, given technological advances, there will certainly be shifts in how
runners engage in Social Networking Sites (SNS) and mobile and locative media. I
speculate that, due to these technological advancements, the future of running will exist
in hybrid space. I do not posit that in-person running will go away completely, but I
believe that running events runs will have both in-person and virtual components. This
will enable a greater opportunity for digital co-presence, digital wayfaring, and engaging
in hybrid space. We already see enhancements in virtual reality technologies, such as
Peloton’s virtual reality scenic rides and runs. There are gendered realities to this shift in
the running world that will enable women to be even more empowered through running.
With the removal of traditional barriers that can hold women back, such as financial
resources, time for travel, and lack of childcare—more women can engage in the sport.
Women can participate on their terms—running when and where it is convenient and safe
for them.
Running As Activism
As I reflect back on the key themes I derived through my research of running
throughout history, one gendered rhetorical theme remains pervasive and influential—
women runners engaging in activism. At times women's acts of activism were overt, as
they fought for their rights for inclusion. For example, the first documented instance I
found on women’s running included the Heraean Games in 776 BC, which women
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created when they were banned from the Olympics. Later, in 1921, Alice Milliat, a wellrespected women's sports movement leader, created the Federation of Sportive Feminine
International (FSFI) and first Women's Olympic Games (Leigh and Bonin). And we must
not forget the brave act of Kathrine Switzer, who became the first woman to “officially”
register and run the Boston Marathon in 1967 (“History of The Boston Marathon.”)
Switzer registered under the initials K.V. Switzer, leading race officials to assume she
was a man. But when she entered the racecourse with bright red lipstick and free flowing
hair—she stood out as a woman among men When her coach admonished her for wearing
lipstick at her Boston Marathon debut, she responded “I always wear lipstick! What’s
wrong with that?” (Switzer 88). Jock Semple spotted Switzer and her bright red lips on
his racecourse, he chased her down, attempted to rip her bib off her shirt, and knock her
off the course, but he did not succeed (Switzer 88). While Switzer remains steadfast that
she did not run to "prove" anything, her act opened the doors for women runners. Five
years after Switzer’s groundbreaking act, women were finally allowed to officially
compete in the Boston Marathon in 1972.
At the same time, women have leveraged embodied vernacularity and “quiet
activism”—a method for speaking out and advocating for women’s issues through the act
of running—to express their “voice.” For instance, in 1966, the year before Switzer’s
finish, Roberta Gibb threw on a black bathing suit, her brother's Bermuda shorts, and a
blue hoodie and hid behind the bushes before the start of the Boston Marathon. Gibb
describes the moment: “I crouch down hidden in the bushes. The curled, dried leaves,
rotten from last fall, smell like nutmeg. The dead litter rustles under my new running
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shoes. My heart is beating fast inside my warm sweatshirt. I feel the restless energy in my
legs and thighs. I wait, poised, ready to leap. ‘Bang!’” (Gibb 273). After the majority of
the 415 runners brushed past her, she quietly filed in behind them and ran 26.2 miles
Gibb’s finish was not met fanfare and Switzer is often credited as the first woman
marathoner. In fact, in my research I have seen many works incorrectly cite Switzer as
the first woman to run a marathon.1 While certainly Switzer’s finish was dramatic and
influential, Gibb’s quiet act was also influential. ESPN calls her “a renaissance woman”
and Amby Burfoot writes that Gibb is a “quieter hero” who “represents more typical
runners” (qtd. in J. Miller). These quiet everyday women runners are making a
difference.
In later years, women were included in running, but still faced issue relating to
inequality. To “speak” out against the dominant narratives, women embraced embodied
vernacularity yet again. In 2013, Monika Allen wore a princess tutu to raise awareness
for GlamRunner, a children’s charity. Two years later, in 2015, Kiran Gandhi, made a
choice to bleed freely while on her period and running the London Marathon to remove
the shame and taboo on menstruation. And in late 2020, Carolyn Su, leveraged embodied
vernacularity as a form of activism to highlight and acknowledge the experiences of
BIPOC runners. In all of these examples, women did not have to speak a word to convey
their message. Additionally, none of these women are “famous” or hold world records—
but they are making a difference.
As I conclude this chapter, I examine where we are today, which is at the
crossroads for inclusion of all genders and races. Through embodied activism, women
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continue to make a difference. Recently, there has been more acknowledgment that the
world of running needs to change to improve the lived experience for all genders and
races. Take, for example, the October 2020 issue of Runner’s World magazine. Their lead
story acknowledged that “running isn’t safe unless it’s safe for everyone” (Dutch 34).
Women’s Running magazine published “What All Runners Need to Know About the
Current State of Transgender Rights” in March 2021 and made a concerted focus to raise
awareness of issues pertaining to equality in the sport (Strout). The recent media
coverage promoting diversity and inclusion in the sport gives me hope.
In my final words in this dissertation, I end with a note of hope and posit that
digital rhetorics will play a significant and positive role in the future of activism in
women’s running. As I outlined in Chapter 5, digital spaces offer an opportunity for both
advocacy and harassment. As exemplified in women’s running, online spaces can serve
as yet another mode for marginalized groups to become victims of harassment. As such, I
certainly do not propose that the Internet with allow us to transcend our bodies and set
aside gender, race, and sexuality differences. Rather, I propose that the same networked
function that facilitates bigotry and hatred creates an opportunity for people to join
together to advocate for and empower women. This is occurring in pockets today, such as
through Latoya Snell and Lizzo’s social media accounts that promote diversity in running
(Jefferson). As more women follow suit, I envision the digital rhetorics in vernacular
spaces to encourage acceptance and inclusion for all women in the running community.
1

Many newspaper articles incorrectly report Katherine Switzer as the first female

marathon runner (Amer and Dahlgreen; Mather). A newspaper article from 1966
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correctly reports that Roberta Gibb actually holds that title (Ralby). Gibb was the first
woman to run the Boston Marathon course, exactly one year prior to Switzer (Burfoot;
Gibb; Switzer; Schultz). However, Gibb was not registered for the event, therefore was
not “official”. Kathrine Switzer, on the other hand, registered under the initials K.V.
Switzer and race officials thought she was a man. Therefore, she was officially registered
even though females were not allowed to run the Boston Marathon.
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